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THE HOLLOW WALL MYSTERY 


CHAPTER I 
THE HOUSE NEXT DOOR 


*Sautyl” 

The dark-eyed girl sitting with her back to the 
eucalyptus tree gave no sign that she heard. Instead, 
she continued absently peeling an orange, her gaze 

fixed upon the high wrought-iron fence which walled 
in one side of the garden. 

“Sally Lansing, are you going to dream all day?” 

With a start, Sally sprang to her feet, turning to face 
her questioner, a tall blonde girl with golden hair and 
dancing blue eyes. 

"I'm sorry, Victoria,” she apologized. “I was just 
thinking—” 

“Of the house next door, Pll warrant,” the other girl 
interrupted with a laugh. “You've been worrying about 

that place ever since we came to Mexico City.” 

"Well, there’s something queer about it,” Sally main- 
tained thoughtfully. “Do you realize that in all the time 
we've been here we've scarcely caught a glimpse of the 

occupants P” 

"We see enough of that sleepy peon who guards the 
front gate all day long,” Victoria smiled. 

rt 
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She indicated the familiar figure of a hunched old 
Mexican who sat wrapped in his bright colored serape 
with straw sombrero pulled low over his eyes. He ap- 
peared to be drowsing yet the girls knew that the 
slightest activity in the vicinity of his master’s house 
instantly would arouse him. 

“That old peon is only one of the many queer things 
about the place,” Sally declared in a low tone. 

“Perhaps in Mexico it’s customary to have a guard 
at the gate.” 

Sally shook her head. “Other fous on the street 
don’t have them. Why, the place itself looks more like 
a jail than a home.” 

They both turned to stare curiously at the old 
Spanish house which adjoined Mrs. Meadows’ garden. 
It was rectangular in shape with a bright tile roof, and 
adorned with intricate iron balconies. Guarded by a 
tall iron fence and a massive gate which was kept 
tightly closed, the house seemed always to frown down 
upon the street with a haughty and austere gaze. To 
Sally Lansing and Victoria Rand, American girls who 
had arrived in Mexico City less than two weeks before 
to visit the latter’s aunt, it afforded an endless source of 
attraction. 

“I wonder. who lives there?” Sally mused. 

“I was asking Aunt Margaret this morning,” Vic- 
toria informed. “She said she understood the house 
was owned by a Spanish gentleman, Sefior Mercedes. 
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But do you know, Sally, in all the time she’s lived next 
door to him, she’s only seen him twice! He’s supposed 
to detest all Americans.” 

“Probably he was annoyed when your aunt rented 
this house,” Sally declared. “But, of course, that doesn’t 
explain why he keeps a guard at the front gate.” 

"I'm afraid we’re doomed never to learn the reason. 
Unless you feel the urge to run over and ask Sefior 
Mercedes yourself!” 

"| might do that,” Sally laughed. She began to pick 
up the orange peels which had been scattered on the 
grass, “On second thought, I believe I’d prefer to take 
a walk in the park.” 

"We've done that every afternoon for the past week,” 
Victoria complained. 

“Then we might go shopping. I promised Mother 
I'd send her some drawnwork handkerchiefs.” 

"We can’t do that because the shops are closed. Have 
you forgotten that all good Mexicans take an afternoon 
siesta?” 

"It acems to me they spend half their time eating and 
sleeping,” Sally grumbled. “And that’s what we’ve been 
doing too. Not that our visit here hasn’t been wonder- 
ful," she added hastily, fearing that Victoria might 
misunderstand. “Your aunt has taken us everywhere.” 

"I guess that’s the trouble,” Victoria acknowledged. 
"We've seen all the usual sights—the pyramids, the 
mountains and the quaint Indian markets. Now that 
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the novelty has worn off we’re both a little bit bored.” 

“Oh, I’m not a bit bored,” Sally denied. “I love it 
here. Only Mexico is so different than I imagined it 
to be.” 

“Just what did you expect?” 

“A nice big desert with sage brush, cactus and maybe 
a few bandits thrown in for good measure. In fact, I 
suspect I was rather looking forward to the bandits!” 

“They'd stir up a little excitement at least,” Vic- 
toria declared. She sighed. “You know, I almost wish 
that brother of mine had come along with us. Roger 
is an awful pest, but at least there’s never a dull moment 
around him.” 

Victoria’s blue eyes grew a trifle dreamy as she 
thought of the freckled, teasing brother who to the 
best of her knowledge was languishing at home in 
Brentville, Texas. When Mrs. Meadows, a distinguished 
artist residing in Mexico City, had written inviting 
Victoria, Roger, and Sally, their next-door neighbor, 
to spend the summer with her, they had all been eager 
to make the trip. But in the Rand family train fare 
was an item to be considered, and in the end it was 
decided that Roger must wait until another year. He 
had accepted the decision with very poor grace. 

In the last letter which Victoria had received from 
him he had hinted darkly that he might hitch-hike to 
the capital city. 

“If hitch-hiking wasn’t against the law in this coun- 
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try I believe he’d try it too!” Victoria remarked, a tinge 
of admiration in her voice. “Roger is almost too aggres- 
sive for his own good.” 

“You’re lonesome for him,” Sally accused. 

“Well, maybe Iam. But I’d never admit it to Roger 
or he would die of conceit. The little pest thinks he 
represents the perfection of manhood now!” 

Although Victoria was only fifteen, two years 
Roger's senior, she considered herself far his superior 
in wisdom and experience. Roger did not share the 
opinion, In his estimation all girls were inferior to 
boys, with the possible exception of Sally, who lived 
next door. He deeply admired the diminutive, dark- 
haired girl and tried in his awkward way to please her. 

"I wish Roger could have come too,” Sally remarked 
after a brief pause. “He’s always good fun—” 

Her voice trailed away, and Victoria, a trifle startled, 
glanced up to see her companion’s gaze riveted upon 
the Spanish house adjoining the garden. 

“What is it, Sally?” 

“| saw a face at the window just then.” 

“Are you sure?” Victoria quickly arose and peered 
at the window which her companion indicated. “I can’t 
see any one.” 

“She’s gone now.” 

“She!” 

Sally nodded. “I’m sure it was a girl.” 
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“But so far as we know there’s no girl living in the 
house. Perhaps it was one of the servants.” 

“I don’t think so, Vic. She looked like an American 
girl to me. Of course I only caught a fleeting glimpse 
of her face.” 

“You've speculated about that house so long I believe 
you're beginning to imagine things,” Victoria teased. 

“I didn’t imagine it.” Sally clutched her friend’s 
hand. “There she is again!” 

Victoria raised her eyes to the window and was 
startled to see a beautiful young girl gazing down into 
the garden. She had dark eyes and long black hair 
which she wore coiled about her head, but it was appar- 
ent that she was not of Spanish or Mexican descent. 

As the girl saw that Sally and Victoria were watching 
her, she waved. A little surprised, they returned the 
greeting. 

“T believe she must be an American,” Sally said in an 
undertone. “And she can’t be more than a year or 
two older than we.” 

They were considerably taken aback when the girl, 
instead of leaving the window, began to make incom- 
prehensible gestures. 

“She seems to be signaling us,” Victoria commented 
in bewilderment. “What does she want us to do?” 

They could approach no nearer the window for the 
tall iron fence served as a barrier. Yet they were close 
enough to observe that the girl appeared greatly agi- 
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tated. Nhe tried several times to open the window but 
it seemed to be locked. 

“If she wants to talk with us why doesn’t she come 
out on the balcony or down into the yard?” Victoria 
speculated. “You don’t suppose she’s been locked in?” 

“It looks a little like it,” Sally responded under her 
breath. 

They waited as the girl made another. attempt to 
unfasten the window. She seemed upon the verge of 
sucess, when the two watchers below were startled 
to see some one stealing up behind the girl. A long 
arm reached out and she was jerked back out of sight. 
Then the window shade was tightly drawn. 

“Did you see that?” Victoria gasped. 

“I certainly did. Some one discovered she was trying 
to talk with us and didn’t like it!” 

“Sally, I believe that girl is being kept practically a 
prisoner!” 

“It’s queer we never saw her before, Vic. And I’m 
sure your aunt never mentioned a girl living next door.” 

“She never did,” Victoria agreed. She gazed 
thoughtfully toward the deserted window. “Did it 

seem to you that the girl tried to signal us immedi- 
ately after our friend the peon left his post at the front 
gate?” 

“Maybe she wanted us to help her escape. But from 
what, is the queation P” 
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“T’d want to escape too if I were kept shut up in 
that place,” Victoria declared feelingly. 

“T’ve been told Spanish houses are very nice inside. 
The rooms all open into a court or a garden.” 

“Well, I’'d prefer my garden so I could get out of 
it when I liked,” Victoria said firmly. “Poor girl! I 
feel so sorry for her. I wonder what she was trying 
to make us understand ?” 

“Perhaps if we wait here, she'll come back to the 
window a little later.” 

“She'll probably not get the chance,” Victoria com- 
mented grimly. 

They lingered in the garden a half hour longer, but 
in all that time there was no sign of activity in the 
adjoining house or yard. Once Sally thought she saw 
an upstairs curtain move slightly. She could not be 
certain. The peon did not return to guard the gate. 

“We may as well go in,” Sally proposed presently. 
“I suspect we’re being watched.” 

They entered the house by the rear door, deliberately 
traveling through the kitchen where they hoped to find 
Mrs. Meadows’ cook, a Mexican girl who spoke fluent 
English and was an oracle of information. She was 
absent upon one of her many unscheduled trips to 
market, so they went on to the comfortable living room. 
It was furnished in strictly modern style, the walls 
adorned with oil paintings, prints and plaques. 

Mrs. Meadows, a noted artist, spent many hours each 
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day at her work. In fact, so deeply did it absorb her 
that she never dreamed Sally or Victoria ever felt 
lonesome. 

“I wonder how Aunt Margaret is getting on with 
Old Popo?” Victoria sighed. “You'd think she’d have 
that mountain finished one of these days. She’s been 
painting on it for over a week.” 

“Let’s go up and see,” Sally suggested. “That is, 
if we won't disturb her.” 

“Oh, Aunt Margaret isn’t temperamental. She won’t 
mind if we interrupt.” 

They slowly mounted the stairs, lifting the trap door 
which opened out upon the flat roof. It was there 
that Mrs. Meadows spent nearly all of the sunny hours, 
busy with brush and palette. She had chosen the 
house because of its roof, which afforded not only a 
delightful open air studio but a startling view of Mex- 
ico’s mountains, Old Popo and the Sleeping Woman. 

Mrs. Meadows did not immediately glance up from 
her work, and for a:moment the girls stood behind 
her, gazing first at the painted canvas and then at the 
actual scene—silvery peaks blanketed with snow, tow- 
ering far above the picturesque roof tops of the city. 

“It’s lovely,” Sally said softly. 

“Thank you, my dear.” Mrs. Meadows put aside 
her brushes and turned to smile at the girls. “I think 
I've done enough for to-day. The light is growing 
poor.” 
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The girls helped her carry her equipment down- 
stairs, but Mrs. Meadows would not permit them to 
touch her precious canvas. She was an attractive 
woman, slim and in her early forties. However, since 
the death of her husband, painting absorbed her entire 
life. She entrusted the management of the household 
to her faithful servant, Marina, and never worried 
when nothing ran according to schedule. 

“T’m afraid I am being a dreadful hostess,” she con- 
fessed, smiling as she leaned wearily back against the 
upholstery of the davenport. 

“Oh, we’re entertaining ourselves very nicely,” Sally 
assured her. 

“Tt must be nearly dinner time,” Mrs. Meadows said 
glancing at the clock. “At least I’m starving.” 

“Marina isn’t back from market yet,” Victoria told 
her. 

“Oh, dear, that means we'll have nothing to eat for 
at least two hours. I simply can’t make that girl un- 
derstand I want dinner at six o’clock. She considers 
nine o'clock a far more fashionable hour.” 

“Let me make you a cup of chocolate,” Victoria 
pleaded. “Marina showed me how this morning and 
I’m eager to try my hand.” 

“T didn’t invite you here to wait on me,” Mrs. 
Meadows laughed, but she offered no protest as the 
girls went to the kitchen. 

On the top shelf of the cupboard, Victoria found sev- 
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eral cakes of spiced chocolate. With a lavish hand she 
tussed them into a pan and measured out six cups of 
hot milk. When the brew was ready, she and Sally 
took turns churning it to a thick foam with a primitive 
heater which Marina kept ready for instant use. Tri- 
umphantly they bore the fragrant beverage to the living 
foom, 

“Mexican chocolate is the nicest drink in the world,” 
Mra, Meadows declared as she sipped the golden brown 
liquid. “And this is every bit as good as Marina 
inakes.” 

“It isn’t quite as thick,” Victoria apologized. “I 
think Marina must say special incantations over the 
lwew to make it that way.” 

After finishing the chocolate, Mrs. Meadows went 
o her room to change clothing. The girls carried the 
May pottery cups back to the kitchen and were washing 
thetnm when they heard a commotion in the street. 

“Now what?” Victoria cried, dropping the dish 
lawel, 

'I'hey raced to the front door. A taxi cab had 
tlrawn up to the Spanish house. The passenger, a tall, 
mangling boy in brown knickers, was arguing loudly 
with the driver, who replied in a torrent of Spanish. 

Victoria uttered a little gasp, clutching Sally for sup- 
wort, 

"Ain I seeing things? Or is it Roger?” 

"It's Roger all right,” Sally affirmed. 
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Despite the young man’s threat to join them in Mex- 
ico, neither of the girls had believed for an instant 
that he seriously considered the thought. The shock of 
seeing him left them a trifle dazed. 

“How did he get here?” Sally murmured at last. 
“And why is he stopping at the house next door?” 

“Ask me something easy,” Victoria muttered, swing- 
ing open the door. “I suppose he must have made a 
mistake in Aunt Margaret’s address.” 

Roger had paid the taxi driver and as the girls rushed 
out into the yard, they saw him walk up to the big 
iron gate which barred entrance to the house next door. 
Before they could call out to warn him of his mistake, 
he rattled the gate several times, and then, locating the 
latch, boldly entered. 

“Stop him or he’ll be breaking into the house next,” 
Sally chuckled. 

Victoria made a move as if to obey and then for some 
perverse reason changed her mind. She caught Sally’s 
hand, holding her back. 

“Not just yet,” she whispered. “This ought to be 
good!” 

Unaware that he was trespassing on the private 
grounds of a gentleman who detested all strangers, 
Roger walked confidently up to the front door and 
gave the brass knocker a playful flip. 


CHAPTER II 
BEHIND THE IRON GATE 


THe door suddenly swung open and Roger Rand 
found himself face to face with the master of the house, 
a well-dressed gentleman of dark complexion, whose 
hlack eyes glinted angrily as they fastened upon the 
startled boy. His words, spoken in accented English, 
were slightly hissed. 

“So! Another message! Jack Hamilton is afraid to 
come himself so he sends you. The American swine! 
I spit on him! Now be gone. Leave my grounds at 
once.” 

“Say, Mister, I don’t know what you're talking 
about,” Roger protested. 

The heavy door slammed in his face. Roger was 
staring at it in bewilderment, when Sally and Victoria 
hailed him from across the fence. 

“Welcome to our country,” his sister called. “Aunt 
Margaret lives over here.” 

With a hasty glance at the numbers over the door- 
way, the boy sheepishly retreated. Sally and Victoria 
met him at the gate. For a minute there was a con- 
fused babble of voices as all three tried to talk at once. 

13 
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“Oh, Roger, we’re so glad to see you!” Victoria cried. 
“But how did you get here?” 

“Didn’t I tell you I was going to hitch-hike?” the 
freckled boy demanded with a grin. 

“Yes, but you can’t make us believe any such story 
as that.” 

“Well, I came down with some friends of Mom’s in 
an automobile over the new road.” 

“The trip must have been exciting,” Sally declared. 
“Even from the train we saw such interesting sights— 
the queer native huts with their thatched roofs and 
Indians carrying babies on their backs.” 

“It was all right,” Roger admitted with moderate 
enthusiasm. 

“What became of the people with whom you trav- 
eled?” Victoria asked. 

“Left em at a hotel. I took a taxi here, only there 
was a mix-up about the address.” 

“And you had trouble with the driver, didn’t you?” 
Victoria questioned curiously. “Sally and I thought a 
rebellion had broken out.” 

“We didn’t have any trouble,” Roger denied. “He 
kept shouting youna peso at me and I didn’t know 
what he was trying to say. Then he tried to take away 
one of my bills and I put up a yell.” 

“You certainly did,” Victoria agreed with a smile. 
“The word must have been uno peso. That was likely 
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the taxi fare. It corresponds to a little less than thirty 
cents in our money.” 

“He tried to take away one of my big bills,” Roger 
repeated. “I wouldn’t stand for that.” 

Sally and Victoria exchanged a superior glance. In 
a very short time they had mastered the intricacies of 
Mexican currency and felt no qualms at spending paper 
Wollars as they would quarters at home. They tried to 
explain the system to Roger who listened indiffer- 
ently. i. 

“The taxi man wasn’t trying to cheat you,” Victoria 
Inslated. “If his fare was one peso then he had a right 
to take one of your paper dollars.” . 

“Well, why didn’t he say so in English then?” Roger 
grumbled. He paused and glanced back at the grounds 
from which he had been expelled. “Say, who is the 
nld ogre who lives behind the barbed wire entangle- 
ments?” 

“You must have met Sefior Mercedes,” Sally told 
him. “He doesn’t like Americans.” 

“He's an old grouch! If I’d been quick enough I 
could have stuck my foot in the door and then he 
couldn't have slammed it in my face!” 

"You're always thinking of things to do when it’s 
ta Inte,” his sister teased. 

“What did Sefior Mercedes say to you?” Sally in- 
quired curiously. 

"Oh, something about being a friend of some Ameri- 
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can named Jack Hamilton. He accused me of bringing 
a message to the house.” 

“Are you sure he said a message?” Victoria de- 
manded with keen interest. 

“’Course I am.” 

“I wonder if the message could concern that girl 
we saw in the window?” Sally mused. 

“What girl?” Roger demanded. 

“Oh, just a girl,” Victoria answered vaguely. Then 
relenting, she told her brother of their experience a 
few hours earlier. 

“Maybe this old ogre keeps her locked up in a room,” 
Roger speculated, after listening to the story. 

“That’s what we’re beginning to think,” Sally agreed. 

“Then why don’t we find out?” 

“Yes, why don’t we?” Victoria echoed scoffingly. 
“We might turn the job over to you, Roger.” 

“Speak to me about it to-morrow and I may consider 
it,” the boy returned grandly. “Right now I’m sched- 
uled to break the news of my arrival to Aunt Mar- 
garet.” 

They all went inside where they found Mrs. Mead- 
ows in the living room. She greeted Roger enthusias- 
tically and to his intense embarrassment kissed him on 
the cheek. 

“Your room is waiting for you, Roger. I am so glad 
that you arrived safely.” 
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“Did you know he was coming, Aunt Margaret?” 
Victoria asked in amazement. 

“Yea, your mother wrote telling me when to expect 
him. But Roger wanted to surprise you girls so I was 
fledged to secrecy.” 

“He certainly surprised us all right,” Victoria 
laughed. “But we'll have lots of fun showing him the 
vlty.” 

“I want to see the place where Montezuma’s treasure 
was buried,” Roger announced. 

“Why, I don’t think we saw anything like that,” 
Victoria said doubtfully. 

"l suspect Roger is joking,” Mrs. Meadows smiled. 
"if I recall my history correctly, when the Spaniards 
attacked the city of Mexico hundreds of years ago, 
Montezuma who was then king, buried his treasure to 
jwevent it from being taken by the Spaniards. To this 
tlay the hiding place has never been discovered.” 

“That's right,” Roger grinned. “But Vic wouldn’t 
ktnow any better. She almost flunked history last year.” 

"I did not!” his sister retorted. “I made a good 
wrade even if I don’t bury myself in a book every 
inlnute of the day!” 

Neeply offended, Victoria retreated to the davenport 
atul while Roger gave Mrs. Meadows a detailed account 
wf his trip from Texas, pretended to pay no heed. But 
hy the time Marina announced dinner she had forgot- 
ten that she was provoked. 
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Mrs. Meadows devoted the evening to the young peo- 
ple, taking them to a moving picture show; afterwards 
they dropped in at Sanborn’s for ice cream and cakes. 
The following morning, however, Mrs. Meadows re- 
sumed her usual schedule of work and the three were 
feft to amuse themselves. 

They spent the morning at the flower market, re- 
turning home heavily laden with bright red carnations. 
In the afternoon, while Sally and Victoria were sitting 
in the garden writing letters and casually watching the 
windows of the house next door, Roger emerged from 
the back door, ball and bat in hand. 

“Who wants to play ball?” he invited cordially. 

“Did you tote that old junk all the way from Texas?” 
Victoria demanded incredulously. 

“Course I did. Want to play?” 

“We're busy writing letters. Go away and don’t 
bother us.” 

Crestfallen, Roger retreated to the far side of the 
garden, amusing himself by batting the ball against the 
garage. Tiring of that, he spent some time examining 
the sharp spines of a cactus plant. Finally his attention 
wandered to the house next door. 

“Oh Vic—” he called. 

“Don’t bother us now, Roger. Wait until we finish 
our letters.” 

He subsided into silence but continued to stare at 
the house next door. Then abruptly he picked up his 
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baseball and deliberately batted it over the high iron 
fence, well out of sight behind a mass of shrubbery. 

Sally and Victoria looked up from their writing, 
thoroughly startled by the act. 

“Now see what you've done!” Victoria exclaimed. 
“You've lost your ball.” 

Roger chuckled softly. “Lost it nothing! Just 
watch!” 

He walked over to the fence, boldly climbed it, and 
dropped down into the adjoining yard. 

“Roger, you shouldn’t do that,” Victoria protested 
weakly. “You're trespassing.” 

“Trespassing nothing, I’m going after my ball.” 
Roger disappeared from view beyond the shrubbery. 

The girls waited anxiously, expecting at any moment 
to see him forcibly expelled from the grounds. Minutes 
passed and Roger did not return. Even when Victoria 
went to the fence and softly called his name there was 
No response. 

“What can have happened to him?” Sally worried. 

“He's into some mischief, you may be sure,” Victoria 
replied, but she too was disturbed. 

Their patience was nearly exhausted when some min- 
utes later they glimpsed Roger at the iron gate, motion- 
Ing for them to join him. 

“The coast is clear. Come on in,” he invited, unfas- 
tening the latch. 
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Victoria cast an anxious glance toward the house. 
“Roger, you'll get us all into trouble.” 

“Well, don’t come in then if you don’t want to. 
Only the old ogre is gone for the day and I thought 
you might like to meet the Princess.” 

“The girl we saw at the window?” Sally asked 
eagerly. 

“Sure. She’s a peach too!” 

“You seem to have become acquainted fast enough,” 
Victoria said suspiciously. “Here Sally and I have been 
hoping to meet her for days.” 

“You should have used your head like little Roger 
did. But come on in if you're coming. I told Dolores 
I'd be right back.” 

“Dolores!” Sally gasped as she and Victoria hastily 
entered through the gate. “He calls her by her first 
name already!” 

“You're sure it will be all right for us to meet her?” 
Victoria questioned doubtfully. 

“*Course it will. Just follow me.” 

He led the way to the rear of the house, through a 
magnificently tiled vestibule into a main court or patio 
from which emerged all the main floor rooms. The 
girls were so enchanted with the splashing fountain 
and the interesting collection of tropical plants that at 
first they did not see the girl who stood in the shadow 
awaiting them. 

Roger accomplished an awkward introduction. 
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“Miss Mercedes, meet Sally Lansing. And this is my 
aister, Victoria.” 

“I saw you from the window,” the girl said in a 
low, musical tone which Sally and Victoria found very 
pleasing. “I hoped that we might meet.” 

“And so did we,” Sally responded politely. 

Both girls were surprised to find Dolores Mercedes 
apeaking perfect English with no trace of an accent. 
They wondered, if, despite her name, she might be an 
American. She was a trifle darker than Sally and sev- 
eral inches taller. 

“Do sit here in the patio and tell me all about your- 
aclves,” Dolores invited. 

Sally and Victoria assured her that there was nothing 
worth telling and then proceeded to outline the high 
points of their careers. 

“How I envy you,” Dolores murmured with shining 
eyes. “I'd love to live in Texas again.” 

“Then you've been there?” Victoria questioned. 

“Oh, yes, I was educated in San Antonio. I lived 
there until my father died.” 

“Then the ogre—” Roger caught himself and began 
anew. “Seftor Mercedes—the man we see going in and 
out of here isn’t your father?” 

“Oh, no,” Dolores smiled. “He is my uncle. And I 
don't mind if you call him an ogre for he is one in 
some ways.” 

Roger flushed. 
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“It doesn’t matter in the least,’ Dolores went on, 
trying to place him at ease again. “It means so much 
to me to be able to talk with you three to-day. But I 

‘am afraid if my uncle were here, it wouldn’t be per- 
' mitted.” 

“Doesn’t he allow you to have visitors?” Sally in- 
quired. 

“Yes, a few, but not Americans.” Dolores smiled 
again as she met the astonished gaze of her visitors. 

“But aren’t you an American?” Victoria questioned 
blankly. 

“Yes and no. My mother was an American while 
my father came from a distinguished Spanish family.” 
Dolores made a grimace. “At least Uncle Pedro con- 
siders it distinguished. He is deeply steeped in family 
tradition. It is depressing.” 

“I can imagine,” Victoria said dryly. 

Dolores hesitated, as if debating whether or not she 
should divulge more of her private affairs. Then, 
perhaps impelled by a desire for confidants of her own 
age, she leaned forward and said in a low tone: 

“Uncle Pedro keeps me practically a prisoner in this 
stuffy old house!” 

“You mean he won’t let you go where you please?” 
Sally asked in amazement. 

Dolores laughed ruefully. “Not since I openly de- 
fied him two weeks ago. [ll not go into that. We 
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had a quarrel and since then Uncle Pedro has me 
watched nearly every hour of the day.” 

“Ia it safe for us to be here now?” Sally questioned 
uneasily. 

“Yes, Uncle Pedro is away. He left Maruja to watch 
me but she is an old dear and will never reveal that I 
have had visitors.” 

“Why does your uncle keep you watched?” Roger 
asked bluntly. 

“Oh, he doesn’t believe young girls should have any 
freedom. He was angry at my father because I was 
educated in the United States.” . 

“If you like Texas can’t you go back there?” Vic- 
torla inquired. 

“I wish I could. It is impossible. You see, Unde 
Pedro is my guardian.” 

“But surely that doesn’t give him a right to keep you 
a prisoner,” Sally protested. 

“No. If I had money of my own it might be differ- 
ent. I always believed my father to be wealthy but 
when he died he left very little money—not enough 
to settle his debts. Since then Uncle Pedro has cared 
for me and I should be grateful, I know.” 

Roger and the girls refrained from voicing a com- 
ment, but their silence proclaimed that they did not 
agree. 

“At one time my father owned a fine hacienda with 
many thousand acres of land,” Dolores explained. “He 
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became involved financially and would have been dis- 
graced had not Uncle Pedro loaned him large sums of 
money. Eventually the hacienda passed into Uncle 
Pedro’s hands—I suppose that was just.” 

Again Roger and the girls did not speak. 

“Of course it wasn’t generally known how involved 
Father’s affairs had become. At the time of his death 
I still believed him to be wealthy. Even now, I some- 
times wonder if perhaps he didn’t leave me a little 
money.” 

“Have you ever questioned your uncle about it?” 
Victoria asked. 

“Often. Uncle Pedro doesn’t care to talk about the 
subject. He feels that in many ways Father was not a 
credit to the illustrious name of Mercedes!” Dolores 
smiled ruefully. 

“Had you a particular reason for thinking your 
Father might have left you money?” Sally asked curi- 
ously. 

“Yes, he always led me to believe that I would inherit 
property. And then a strange thing happened when 
Father died. I could not reach him in time but Maruja 
was at his bedside. Just before the end came Father 
kept trying to explain about his property. Several times 
he murmured: ‘La pared. La pared!” 

“The wall?” Victoria translated. 

“Yes. Maruja thought he meant that instructions 
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concerning his property had been hidden in or near a 
wall.” 

“What wall?” Roger questioned. 

“We were never able to decide. I thought probably 
Pather referred to the hacienda wall. Anyway, we 
have never discovered the hiding place. Uncle Pedro 
considers the entire story the product of Maruja’s 
Imagination. He tries to be kind to me, but he just 
doesn’t understand my feelings.” 

“I wish your uncle would allow you to come over 
to our place,” Victoria said. “Perhaps he would if you 
anked him.” 

Dolores smiled at the thought. “No, he would never 
hear of it. It would only make matters worse if he 
learned of your visit to-day.” 

“Then we'll be careful never to let on that we know 
you,” Victoria promised. She added sympathetically, 
"I wish we could do something to help.” 

“It has helped me just to talk with you this after. 
noon. I have been so lonesome. I shouldn’t have un-~ 
burdened myself as I did.” 

“We were interested in your story,” Sally assured her 
kindly. 

“I imagine that if I would make Uncle Pedro a 
certain promise he might grant me a few privileges in 
return. But I'll never promise!” Dolores’ dark eyes 
smoldered with determination. 

The three visitors waited expectantly but the girl did 
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not reveal the nature of the promise which her uncle 
wished her to make. Even Roger could not bring him- 
self to ask. 

“We'll talk about more pleasant subjects,” Dolores 
said after a moment of silence. “I didn’t mean to ruin 
your visit.” 

“It’s been nice to meet some one from our home 
state,” Victoria commented politely. 

“Tell me all about Texas,” Dolores invited. 

Before the girls could begin, an old Mexican woman 
in neat white cap and apron, scuttled into the patio. 

“What is it, Maruja?” Dolores questioned quickly. 

“El Sefor! He come!” 

Sally, Victoria and Roger hastily arose. Dolores’ face 
had frozen into an expression of tense fear. 

“Uncle Pedro must not see you here,” she said swiftly. 
“Maruja! Show them the way!” 


CHAPTER III 
A STOLEN PURSE 


Rocer and the girls followed Maruja through a long 
tiled corridor to a rear exit. 

“Wait,” the Indian woman cautioned. She peered 
forth and then with a gesture indicated that Sefior 
Mercedes had entered the house by the front door. 

She led them swiftly to a gate at the rear of the 
property, unlocking it with a large key which she wore 
ona leather thong about her waist. 

The three trespassers breathed easier when they had 
regained Mrs. Meadows’ sunny garden. Not until then 
did Roger remember that he had failed to recover his 
haseball which remained where he had tossed it under 
the shrubbery. Victoria would not permit him to re- 
turn for it, pointing out that Sefior Mercedes would 
be almost certain to see him. 

“I suppose I should wait,” Roger admitted reluc- 
tantly. “I don’t want to get Dolores into trouble. 
She's a nice kid.” 

“How did you ever manage to meet her?” Victoria 
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“While you girls were busy with your letters I saw 
Sefior Mercedes leave the house.” 

“You said nothing about it,” his sister remarked. 

“You wouldn’t listen when I tried to tell you. I 
saw Dolores standing at the window and decided it 
would be a good time to get acquainted. §o I batted 
the ball over the fence. ’Course she saw me do it. 
When I went over to get the ball she sent Maruja down 
to invite me into the house. And then I made a special 
trip to bring you and Sally.” 

“That was nice of you,” Victoria praised dutifully. 
“We appreciate it, Roger.” 

“Tt’s about time I get a little appreciation,” he mut- 
tered darkly, sitting down on the back steps. Sally and 
Victoria joined him there. For some time the three 
gazed speculatively at the house next door. Their visit 
had only whetted a desire to learn more of Dolores 
and her strict uncle. 

“Imagine Sefior Mercedes thinking a girl should have 
no freedom,” Sally said indignantly. “I don’t wonder 
Dolores feels rebellious.” 

“I wonder just what he wants her to promise?” 
Victoria mused. 

The other two had no satisfactory answer for the 
question. It occurred to them that Mrs. Meadows 
might be able to furnish information concerning Seftor 
Mercedes so they all trooped into the house. 
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Mrs. Meadows had put aside her painting for the 
day and was very glad to answer their questions. 

“I fear I can’t tell you much about my neighbor,” 
the said regretfully. “Since I rented this house six 
months ago I’ve scarcely seen the man. I have been 
told that he is a highly respected citizen of the city.” 

“Wealthy?” Sally inquired. 

“Moderately so, I believe. The Mercedes are an 
old family and at one time owned a number of pro- 
ductive haciendas.” 

“That’s a sort of ranch, isn’t it?” Roger asked. 

“The rancho country is farther to the north,” Mrs. 
Meadows explained. “In this vicinity they raise grains 
and the maguey plant.” 

“Did you ever hear that Sefior Mercedes had an at- 
tractive niece?” Victoria questioned. 

“It seems to me that her name was mentioned one 
night at a dinner party I attended,” Mrs. Meadows said 
thoughtfully. “I believe the girl has been in the United 
States for some years now.” 

The young people quickly set her right, telling of 
their impromptu visit to the house next door. Mrs. 
Meadows looked slightly troubled but refrained from 
voicing any criticism. 

“Perhaps Sefior Mercedes isn’t such a tyrant as you 
believe,” she smiled. “You must understand that in 
this country girls are more closely guarded than in ours. 
Dolores may exaggerate slightly.” 
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“Possibly,” Victoria agreed, “but she was dreadfully 
afraid Sefior Mercedes would see us in the house. I'd 
hate to have-an uncle who inspired such fear.” 

Since his arrival Roger had seen very little of the 
city so the next morning the three set forth on a tour of 
exploration. They spent a pleasant hour at Chapulte- 
pec park where they watched Mexican gentlemen in 
crimson trousers and bright serapes gallop along the 
bridle trails. 

From the castle high on the hill they admired the 
panoramic view of the valley. Tiring of beautiful 
scenery they taxied to the Alameda and sat on a tiled 
bench to see the life of the city pass in review. Ragged 
children with brown babies carried snugly on their 
backs, an old Indian woman with a basket of pulled 
candy balanced on her head, a tattered peon staggering 
under the load of a heavy piece of furniture. 

“Let’s take in the market before we go home,” Sally 
proposed. 

They walked briskly along the oe thoroughfare, 
coming presently to less pretentious and more crowded 
streets. Under a roofed-in enclosure smiling natives 
displayed their wares and tried to entice buyers. The 
girls paused to view some colorful chiles which had 
been laid out in a pattern on lettuce leaves. Roger 
grew impatient so they pushed their way through the 
section devoted to vegetables and meat, halting a little 
farther on to admire an array of serapes. 
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“Look, Sefior! Look!” the serape man called, try- 
ing to attract Roger’s attention by flinging open a daz- 
zling blanket of red and white. “Sixteen pesos, Sefior!” 

Roger shook his head and fled although it was a 
novel experience to be addressed as “Sefior.” He 
glanced at his sister to see if she had heard, and was 
startled by the look of panic on her face. 

“What’s the matter, Vic?” 

“My purse! It’s gone! Some one brushed against 
me just a moment ago—” 

Frantically, she searched the crowd and her gaze 
came to rest upon a disreputable looking peon who 
was moving swiftly away. She saw him hide a dark 
object inside his tattered shirt. 

“He was the one,” Victoria indicated excitedly. “I 
remember he was standing beside me only a minute 
ago. He took my purse.” 

Impulsively, she darted through the crowd, Roger 
and Sally close at her heels. Victoria caught the sur- 
prised peon by the arm. He wheeled about, and 
looked frightened when he saw her. 

“Give me my purse!” Victoria cried angrily. “You 
took it! I know you did!” 

The man replied with a torrent of Spanish, speaking 
so rapidly that Victoria could not understand a word. 
He became more belligerent, gesturing wildly and 
shaking a bony finger in her face. A crowd of curious 
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natives closed in about the two. Sally and Roger tried 
to pull Victoria away. 

“Never mind the purse,” Sally whispered anxiously. 
“Let’s get away from here!” 

Even Victoria had grown alarmed at the situation. 
It was too late to escape, for the crowd, while not en- 
tirely hostile, would make no alley-way for the three 
to pass through. Every one was talking at once in 
excited Spanish. 

“You've done it now, Vic,” Roger anoaned. 

The three drew closer together, a trifle dazed by the 
confusion and babble of voices. Victoria was further 
distressed to see the peon who had stolen her purse 
slipping away in the throng. 

A young man, obviously an American, detached him- 
self from the crowd. Coolly, he caught the escaping 
native by the arm and forced him back to face his 
accuser. Without releasing his prisoner, he politely 
doffed his hat to Victoria. 

“What seems to be the trouble, Sefiorita?” he in- 
quired in English. 

“This man stole my purse.” 

The American turned to the peon, questioning him 
in Spanish. The accused shook his head vigorously 
and again broke forth into a tirade of anger. 

“The man claims that he has never seen you before, 
Sefiorita. Or your pocketbook. But to make certain 
he speaks the truth, we shall search him.” 
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Deftly he thrust his hand into the native’s shirt and 
drew out the stolen pocketbook which he handed to 
Victoria. 

“Oh, thank you!” she exclaimed gratefully. 

“Shall I turn him over to the police?” the young 
man questioned with a smile. “He says to tell you 
that he took the pocketbook only because he has a 
wife and a starving nino.” 

“No, let him go,” Victoria decided instantly. 

The young man released his hold and the native 
scurried away to lose himself in the crowd. The spec- 
tators who had considered the affair highly amusing 
went back to their stalls, leaving Roger and the girls 
with their new friend. 

“I am very sorry that you were annoyed, Sefiorita,” 
the young man apologized. “I assure you that such 
a happening is most unusual. The majority of the 
Natives are kindly and honest.” 

“I am sure they are,” Victoria agreed. “It was good 
of you to come to my rescue. Otherwise, I should have 
lost my purse.” 

“I was glad to be of service.” 

The young man politely lifted his hat as if to take 
leave of the three, but Roger halted him with an abrupt 
question. 

“Say, aren’t you from the States? And you haven’t 
told us your name.” 

“My name is Jack Hamilton.” 
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“Jack Hamilton!” Roger exclaimed. “Well, if that 
wouldn’t knock you for a totem pole!” 

Sally and Victoria stared at the stranger with new 
interest. In their opinion he was handsome. He had 
brown hair, dark flashing eyes and a pleasing smile. 
He carried himself well and walked as one who had 
spent many hours in a saddle. 

“You seem to have heard the name before,” the 
young man remarked. . 

“Sure, I’ve heard it,” Roger told him. He chuckled 
at the recollection. “Sefior Mercedes ran me out of his 
house because he thought I was a friend of yours.” 

“Sefior Mercedes did you say?” 

“Why, yes,” Roger answered. 

“Then you must know him. And perhaps his 
niece?” 

“Dolores!” Sally cried. “We met her yesterday.” 

“She has been permitted to leave the house?” 

“No, we went there,” Victoria informed. “And the 
visit was strictly informal. In fact, when we heard 
Sefior Mercedes returning home, we had to run out 
the back way.” 

“Sefior Mercedes is a tyrant,” Jack Hamilton declared 
bitterly. 

“He doesn’t seem to be very fond of you,” Sally 
smiled. 

The young man laughed shortly. “Our dislike is 
mutual. He has forbidden me to come near the house. 
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I have tried several times to smuggle a message to 
Dolores, but each time it has been intercepted by that 
infernal guard who stays at the front gate!” 

“Sefior Mercedes thought I was one of your mes- 
scngers,” Roger chuckled. “That was a good joke. I 
didn’t even know you then.” 

“Sefior Mercedes has no reason for disliking me ex- 
cept that I am an American.” 

“You speak Spanish fluently,” Victoria observed. 

“Yes, I have lived in this country nearly all my life. 
I was born in New Mexico and came here when I was 
five years old.” 

“I suppose you live in the city,” Victoria commented. 

“No, I am only here for a week. I have my own 
hacienda some distance from here.” 

The girls would have liked to learn more about the 
young man but they felt that it might be impolite to 
inquire further into his affairs. They told their own 
names and explained that they lived next door to the 
Mercedes family. 

They were about to take leave of the young man 
when he brought up a matter which obviously had been 
in his mind from the first. 

“I wonder if I might ask a very great favor?” 

“Why, certainly,” Victoria assured him. 

“Don’t feel compelled to grant it unless you wish,” 
Juck said hurriedly. 

“It concerns Dolores?” Sally guessed. 
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“Yes, I should like you to carry a message to her 
from me. I have tried so many times to communicate 
with her.” 

The request disturbed the girls, and even Roger, re- 
membering his first unpleasant encounter with Sefior 
Mercedes, hesitated to promise. 

“We may never see her again,” Sally said doubtfully. 
“The house is closely guarded. It may not be possible 
to smuggle a message in.” . 

“It won't be necessary to take it to the house. You 
have noticed an aged eucalyptus tree which borders 
the two properties?” 

“Yes,” Sally acknowledged reluctantly. 

“In the crotch of the tree, well above the iron fence, 
a tiny box is hidden. Dolores knows of this box. If 
you place my message inside she will be certain to 
get it.” 

Sally glanced questioningly at Victoria and Roger. 
For a minute no one spoke. 

“T shouldn’t have made the request,” Jack Hamilton 
said quickly, sensing their reluctance. “Forget it, 
please.” 

“But we don’t want to forget it,” Sally returned. 
“We really want to help if we can do it without getting 
into difficulties ourselves.” . 

“Sefior Mercedes hasn’t any authority over us,” Roger 
announced. “We don’t owe him a thing.” 

“Then you'll take the note?” 
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“IT think we can manage it,” Victoria promised after 
a alight hesitation. 

Jack Hamilton disappeared into a little shop near the 
market building, reappearing in a few minutes with a 
sealed envelope which he gave to Sally. 

“T’ll never forget this favor,” he told them gratefully. 
“If at any time I can be of service, don’t fail to call 
upon me. I am staying at the Gardola Hotel.” 

The three said good-by to the young man and left 
the market. 

“I don’t know if we did right or not,” Victoria com- 
mented doubtfully. 

She knew that if Sefior Mercedes should catch them 
trying to drop the message into the box by the fence, 
it might lead to embarrassing complications. 

“T guess we were a trifle hasty,” Sally acknowledged. 
“But since we made the promise the only thing to do 
ls to try to keep it.” 


CHAPTER IV 
THE SEALED METAL BOX 


Mrs. Meapows was sorting the day’s mail when 
Roger and the girls returned to thé house. She gave 
Sally and Victoria each a letter which had come in 
from Texas. They retreated to a corner to read them. 

Roger never wrote letters, consequently seldom ex- 
pected to receive any. He was pleasantly surprised 
when Mrs. Meadows handed him a heavy, distinctive 
looking envelope, bearing an elaborate family crest. It 
was postmarked Mexico City. 

“What's this?” he demanded, turning it over in his 
hand. 

Sally and Victoria postponed opening their letters 
and came over to look at Roger’s. 

“T think I know,” Mrs. Meadows smiled. “But I 
want you to have the fun of opening it yourself.” 

“Hurry up, Roger,” Victoria urged impatiently. “It 
looks important enough to come from the American 
Embassy.” 

With fumbling fingers, Roger tore open the thick 
envelope. His eyes widened as he read the formal 
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“Well, what does it say?” Victoria questioned impa- 
tiently. 

“Gee! It’s an invitation from Sefior Mercedes to take 
dinner at his house!” 

“You're joking,” Victoria accused. 

Roger thrust the message into her hand. “Read it 
yourself then. You and Sally are invited too.” 

“Why, we don’t even know Sefior Mercedes!” Sally 
gasped. “And he practically drove you off the grounds, 
Roger.” 

“Sure, there’s a catch to it somewhere.” 

Mrs. Meadows smiled at Roger’s comment. “There’s 
no catch,” she declared. “Sefior Mercedes called upon 
me personally while you were away to offer his apol- 
ogy.” 

“His apology for what?” Victoria questioned, in be- 
wilderment. 

“For the rude way he spoke to Roger the day of 
his arrival. Sefior Mercedes was under the impression 
that Roger was carrying a message to his niece from 
some objectionable young man.” 

Roger and the girls exchanged swift glances. Of 
course Sefior Mercedes had meant Jack Hamilton. 

“Sefior Mercedes was very sorry he spoke so hastily,” 
Mrs. Meadows continued. “I suspect this dinner invi- 
tation is an attempt to make amends.” 

“You don’t catch me going to any old dinner,” 
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Roger announced firmly. “That old boy might put 
something in my soup!” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Victoria said sharply. “Of 
course we’re going. It’s a wonderful opportunity.” 

“Tt really is an honor to be invited to the Mercedes 
home,” Mrs. Meadows added. “Despite their position, 
the Mercedes have always been slow to extend hos- 
pitality to Americans.” 

Roger scowled slightly as he reread the invitation. 
He declared: “It says here to come at eight-thirty. 
That must be a mistake.” 

“No,” his aunt assured him, “you have been invited 
at the fashionable hour.” 

“Tt will be exciting to go,” Sally said enthusiastically. 
“What shall we wear?” 

“Tf that isn’t a girl for you!” Roger complained. 
“Always worrying about clothes. What I’m concerned 
about is the food.” 

“You don’t care how you look,” Victoria reproved 
sternly. “Clothes are very important. We can’t go to 
Sefior Mercedes’ house dressed like tramps.” 

“I am sure you have something suitable in your 
wardrobes,” Mrs. Meadows told the girls. “Tl look 
them over if you like. And I'll acknowledge the in- 
vitation for you too.” 

Later, in the garden, Roger and the girls discussed 
their promise to Jack Hamilton. When they had 
agreed to hide his message in the tree they had never 
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dreamed that they would be invited to dine at the 
Mercedes home. 

“It isn’t very nice to accept Sefior Mercedes’ hospi- 
tality and then play a trick on him behind his back,” 
Victoria commented. 

“We might return the note to Jack Hamilton,” Sally 
suggested. 

“We may not be able to locate him,” Roger said. “I 
suppose we could just hand Dolores the message when 
we see her to-morrow night.” 

“[ shouldn’t like to do that,” Victoria replied. quickly. 
“No, let’s place the note in the box just as we promised 
Jack Hamilton we would.” 

“And how are we going to do it without Sefior 
Mercedes seeing us?” Roger drawled. 

Victoria had considered this difficulty. She eyed the 
eucalyptus tree speculatively as she propounded her 
plan. 

“To-night after it’s dark, Roger can climb up the tree 
and drop the message into the box.” 

“Sounds simple the way yow tell it.” 

“You won't have any trouble, Roger,” his sister 
amiled. “It’s no distance at all to climb.” 

“I’m not worried about the tree. But Sefior Mercedes 
might come out with a gun.” 

“Don’t be dramatic,” Victoria laughed. “You know 
very well he won't.” 

Roger did not mind being persuaded to do the task, 
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so late that night while Sally and Victoria anxiously 
waited by the fence, he climbed the tree and explored 
the limbs which overhung the Mercedes property. 

“Find it?” Victoria asked nervously, her gaze fas- 
tened upon the windows of the house next door. 

Roger made no response as he groped about in a 
crotch of the tree. Then his hand struck a hollow 
cavity which extended some distance. He triumphantly 
drew forth an empty tin box. ‘°* 

“Hurry,” Victoria urged from below. 

Roger dropped the message into the box and re- 
placing it in the tree, slid down to the ground. Then 
the three hastily quitted the scene. 

All the next day Sally and Victoria worried about 
the coming dinner engagement. They wandered aim- 
lessly from the house to the garden and back again to 
the house. At intervals they peered out at the eucalyp- 
tus tree but no one was ever observed in its vicinity. 
As usual the Mercedes house seemed deserted. 

“I almost wish we hadn’t accepted the invitation,” 
Victoria said as the hour approached for them to dress. 
“T just feel it in my bones something will go wrong.” 

At eight o’clock Roger was dragged from the kitchen 
where he was preparing himself for any emergency by 
devouring half of a chicken which Marina had roasted 
that day. Victoria personally attended to his ears and 
Mrs. Meadows inspected his finger nails. 
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“Say, I thought you said this dinner wouldn’t be 
formal,” Roger complained. 

“It’s to be formal as far as you’re concerned,” Vic- 
toria retorted, giving the wash-rag‘a final thrust. 

“Lay off now,” Roger howled, “or I won’t go to 
your old dinner at all.” 

Promptly at eight-thirty the three presented them- 
selves at the front gate of the Mercedes home. It was 
instantly opened for them and they were admitted to 
the house. Before they had an opportunity to inspect 
their surroundings, Sefior Mercedes came to greet them. 

He was handsomely dressed with an attention to 
detail which made them very glad that Roger had 
heen subjected to close inspection. Sefior Mercedes 
howed and beamed, the intensity of his cordiality leav- 
ing them slightly at a loss for a suitable response. 
While he was profusely apologizing to Roger for his 
former rudeness, Dolores glided into the room. 

She was dressed in a simple lace gown with a shining 
ornament in her hair, and walked with an easy grace 
which Sally and Victoria knew they could never imi- 
tate. She looked older and far more beautiful than 
when they had met her in the patio garden. Yet as 
she responded to her uncle’s introduction, she gave no 
sign that she had ever seen them before. 

For a time the young people sat stiffly in chairs and 
tried desperately to. respond to Sefior Mercedes’ con- 
versational sallies. It was obvious that he was en- 
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deavoring to unbend himself, yet it was difficult to 
find a topic of mutual interest. 

“Uncle Pedro, perhaps our guests would enjoy see- 
ing the house,” Dolores suggested at length. 

As Sefior Mercedes frowned slightly, Victoria hast- 
ened to say that they would be delighted to have such 
an opportunity. Although the form of entertainment 
did not please Sefior Mercedes, he smiled blandly and 
offered no objection as Dolores led the three visitors 
to the patio. 

They paused by the tiled fountain, well out of sight 
from the adjoining room where Sefior Mercedes re- 
mained. 

“I didn’t dare let on I knew you,” Dolores whispered. 
“I hope you weren’t offended.” 

“Of course not,” Sally assured her. “We under- 
stood.” 

Since Sefior Mercedes might appear in the doorway 
at any moment, Roger decided to take time by the 
forelock. He turned to Dolores, asking bluntly: 

“Say, did you get the note we left for you in the 
tree?” 

Dolores’ grave face became animated. “You left a 
note for me—from Jack?” 

“Yes,” Sally said, speaking hurriedly and in an under- 
tone. “We placed it in the tin box.” 

“Thank you, thank you. Maruja will get it for me 
to-morrow.” 
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Fearing that if they lingered too long in the patio 
her uncle would join them, Dolores led the way to the 
kitchen. 

“Perhaps this isn’t the correct way to entertain a 
quest,” she laughed. “But I want you to see Maruja’s 
kitchen and to hear from her how she prepares mole.” 

“Is it some sort of animal?” Roger asked suspi- 
clously. 

Victoria gave him a black look but Dolores only 
laughed. 

“Mole is almost a national dish, Roger. It is made 
of turkey and elusive flavorings. I assure you Maruja 
has been laboring over it for days.” 

“IT hope she didn’t go to all that bother for us,” 
Bally said. She recalled that Mrs. Meadows had told 
her that to be invited to partake of mole was indeed 
an honor. 

They entered the spick and span kitchen, gazing with 
interest at the range which consisted of a number of 
oven-like holes in a ledge of brick. 

Maruja who was standing by her brasero, staring into 
the charcoal flame, acknowledged their greeting in a 
distracted way. At intervals she stirred a fragrant, dark 
liquid which bubbled and boiled in a huge copper 
kettle. 

“Maruja, won’t you explain how you make your 
delicious mole?” Dolores coaxed. 
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The withered Indian woman replied in a flow of 
Spanish which Dolores translated for her friends. 

“Maruja says that unless you understand the blending 
of herbs and chiles there is no possibility of learning to 
make the dish. In this sauce which she is serving to- 
night she has used almonds, cloves, sesame seed, cori- 
ander seed and many varieties of chiles. No cheap ones, 
she says. Only the best.” 

“And is mole as delicious as: it looks?” Victoria 
asked. 

“You must be the judge of that. But I'll warn you 
it will be hot.” 

Presently the young people returned to the reception 
room and in the presence of Sefior Mercedes conversa- 
tion again became hopelessly stilted. Every one was 
relieved when dinner was announced. 

Sefior Mercedes had provided amply for his guests, 
and one elaborate course followed another, American 
dishes alternating with Mexican. At last the antici- 
pated mole was brought in on a huge platter with its 
accompanying frijoles and fragrant, paper-thin tortdlas. 

Remembering Dolores’ warning, Sally and Victoria 
eyed the black sauce with slight misgiving. They were 
further disconcerted because they had not been served 
with forks. By watching Sefior Mercedes they dis- 
covered that they were expected to convey the food to 
their mouths by means of the Zortilla. 

Roger looked with disfavor upon the thin little pan- 
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cakes, but not in the least daunted, dipped one into the 
black sauce and took a generous bite. Instantly he 
choked and reached for the water glass. 

“Help! Help! Pm burning!” he proclaimed. 

Dolores laughed outright and even Sefior Mercedes 
relaxed slightly. Sally and Victoria took very con- 
servative bites and were glad that they did. They had 
never tasted such a hot dish. Unobtrusively, they 
scraped away the remainder of the sauce and ate a few 
mouthfuls of the turkey. 

A more familiar course was quickly brought in. 
Then after the sweets, the group retired to the living 
room. 

Victoria found herself seated beside Sefior Mercedes. 
Although he tried to be agreeable, she could think of 
nothing to say to him. In desperation she told him 
of her purchases in the various shops. 

“‘T’ve tried everywhere to buy vanilla,” she men- 
tioned. “Mother wanted me to bring some back to 
Texas, for the pods have such a delightful perfume.” 

“Ah, vanilla!” Sefior Mercedes said with surprising 
enthusiasm. “I have a passion for it.” 

“It seems to be difficult to find.” 

“Si. The plant must be favored by sun and wind and 
rains to put forth the red and white blossoms and fra- 
grant seed pods. But it so happens that in my own 
collection I have an ample supply of pods which came 
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from the distant village of Misantla. If the Sefiorita 
will permit me—” 

He clapped his hands sharply together and to the 
servant who answered his summons spoke in rapid 
Spanish. The man vanished to reappear shortly bear- 
ing a sealed silver box. 

With great deliberation Don Pedro took a sharp tool 
and broke the seal. A wave of exalting fragrance 
filled the room. The girls breathed deeply. 

“Do you like it?” Don Pedro asked softly. 

“It is lovely,” Victoria declared. “The scent is de- 
lightful—so elusive.” 

“It’s fortunate you like it,’ Dolores laughed. “Now 
that the seal on the box has been broken, you'll all 
carry the scent with you—in your hair and clothing. 
It will linger for days.” 

Don Pedro reverently lifted out a cluster of the long 
brown vanilla pods from the silver box and placed it 
in Victoria’s hand. 

“Take it with my compliments, Sefiorita.” 

Victoria protested at the gift but Sefior Mercedes 
paid no heed. 

“It is a trifling gift,” he said disparagingly. “Keep 
it. But the pods must be stored in an air tight con- 
tainer or they soon will lose their fragrance.” 

Victoria thanked her host for his generosity. Un- 
consciously, she began to revise her opinion of Sefior 
Mercedes. She was startled, therefore, in turning to- 
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ward Dolores, to see that the girl was regarding her 
uncle with an expression of contempt. 

Very shortly it was time to leave. Sefior Mercedes 
accompanied the young people to the door but made 
no mention of a second visit. However, as he said 
good-by to Victoria who held the fragrant pods in her 
hand, he bent low and breathed deeply of the perfumed 
air. Then he made a casual remark which while it 
had no significance at the time later was to return 
forcibly to her mind. 

“Vanilla,” he murmured softly. “It brings beautiful 
visions before my eyes. I adore the scent. I could not 
do without it.” 


CHAPTER V 
DISASTER 


“How did you like Sefior Mercedes?” Mrs. Meadows 
inquired of her guests the next morning as they all 
lingered over a breakfast of chocolate and rolls. 

“He was much nicer than we expected,” Victoria de- 
clared. “I couldn’t say I liked him exactly, yet he had 
his good points.” 

“Such as bestowing vanilla pods upon his departing 
guests,” Sally teased. 

“I am afraid the gift did sway my judgment a trifle,” 
Victoria admitted with a laugh. “I don’t wonder that 
Sefior Mercedes likes the scent of vanilla.” 

“Tve noticed a faint odor of it in the house ever 
since you returned from the Mercedes home,” Mrs. 
Meadows said. “It is very pleasant although I imagine 
one might grow tired of it.” 

As usual it was a bright, sunny morning, and after 
going to market with Marina who exhausted their 
patience by haggling endlessly over the price of a 
squash or an onion, the young people lingered in the 
garden. They kept an alert eye on the eucalyptus tree, 
wondering if Dolores had removed the message from 
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the tin box. All through the day no one was observed 
in the vicinity. 

“You know, I wonder if perhaps Dolores isn’t preju- 
diced against her uncle,” Victoria mused, chewing 
thoughtfully at a blade of grass. “He didn’t seem like 
such a dreadful tyrant.” 

“We must remember he was on his good behavior,” 
Sally commented. “I didn’t like him at all.” 

“Neither did I,” Roger agreed heartily. 

“Of course, it isn’t right for him to keep Dolores 
shut up in that house,” Victoria admitted, “but I sup- 
pose he’s acting according to his traditions.” 

“TU bet there’s a lot more to it than that,” Roger 
hinted darkly. 

“Meaning Jack Hamilton?” Sally inquired. 

“I suppese that’s part of it, but I think Sefior Mer- 
cedes has other reasons up his sleeve too.” 

“Suppose you tell us what they are,” his sister in- 
vited. 

‘Tm not a mind reader. And Id have to know 
Spanish to tell what that old boy thought! But you 
can just bank on it that Dolores wouldn’t hate him the 
way she does without good reason.” 

“T noticed the strangest expression on her face when 
Don Pedro gave me the vanilla pods,” Victoria said 
reflectively. 

“Sure,” Roger returned, “I saw the way she looked 
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at him too. Well, ’'m not sorry yet that we dropped 
that note in the box.” 

He arose and moved over to the tree, gazing up at 
it speculatively. 

“I guess I'll climb up and see if it’s gone.” 

“Not now,” Victoria warned quickly. “Sefior Mer- 
cedes might see you from the window. Wait until to- 
night.” 

Roger permitted himself to be persuaded, but directly 
after dusk mounted the tree and examined the box. 

“The letter’s still here,” he announced in disappoint- 
ment, taking a white object from the box. “No, it isn’t 
either. This is another one.” 

“It must be for Jack Hamilton,” Sally said. 

Roger slid down to earth with the envelope in his 
hand, and carrying it to the light which shone from 
Mrs. Meadows’ kitchen, looked at the name which had 
been written on its face. 

“It’s for us!” he exclaimed, and before Victoria could 
take it away from him, slit the envelope. The girls 
peered over his shoulder trying to make out the words 
in the dim beam of light. 

“Thank you for the message,” Dolores had written. 
“Jack wants me to go with him Sunday to the Floating 
Gardens and if I accept I am to place a bouquet of 
flowers in the front window. Won’t you all come with 
us? Iam sure we will have an exciting time. If you 
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can manage it, meet us at nine o'clock near the flower 
stalls at the Alameda.” 

“How do you suppose she'll manage it?” Victoria 
demanded after reading the note. “If she goes off 
without permission she may get into trouble with 
Sefior Mercedes.” 

“I'd like to see a floating island,” Roger announced 
with interest. “Let’s go.” 

For some time they discussed the matter. Victoria 
was inclined to think that they should not risk offend- 
ing Sefior Mercedes, but Sally and Roger were heartily 
in favor of anything which remotely suggested adven- 
ture. In the end they decided to appear at the Alameda 
at the appointed hour. 

“It’s possible Dolores won’t be able to slip away after 
all,” Victoria pointed out. “We'll have to watch for 
the vase of flowers to appear in the window.” 

That day they found many excuses for promenading 
in front of the house, but to their disappointment there 
was no floral decoration of any kind in the Mercedes 
window. Saturday afternoon, however, as Sally and 
Victoria strolled down the avenue, they glimpsed a 
bowl of bright orchids which had not appeared before. 

“That must mean she'll’ be there,” Sally said in 
relief. 

“If she can get away,” Victoria added skeptically. 
“Sefior Mercedes may put a fly in the ointment yet.” 

At gine o'clock the next morning, the three were 
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waiting hopefully on a stone bench in the park. They 
eyed each passerby expectantly but there was no sign 
of either Jack Hamilton or Dolores. A small bootblack 
approached Roger, pointing to his soiled shoes. 

“Doce centavos, Sefior!” 

Roger shook his head. A little later the girls were 
accosted by a woman in a bright colored rebozo who 
addressed them in broken English. 

“Tamales, will you buy?” . 

Victoria and Sally assured her that they did not wish 
to buy but it was some time before the woman moved 
on with her tray. Every one was greatly relieved when 
a taxi cab drew up at the curbing. Jack Hamilton 
swung open the door and alighted. 

“We're here at last,” he exclaimed as the three hur- 
ried to meet him. “I hope we didn’t keep you waiting 
long.” 

“Only a few minutes,” Sally smiled. “Is Dolores 
with you?” 

“Yes, she’s here but she had trouble getting away. 
Jump in and we'll be on our way.” He assisted the 
girls into the cab, then crisply gave his order to the 
driver. “Xochimilco!” 

“What does that mean?” Sally asked curiously. 

“It’s the name of the place where we’re going,” Jack 
told her with a smile. 

Dolores greeted her friends somewhat tremulously. 
Her eyes were.dancing with excitement and her cheeks 
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appeared slightly flushed. She wore a long silk gown 
caught in front with an elaborate jeweled pin. 

“T thought I’d never escape,” she told the girls. “Last 
night Uncle Pedro saw Jack walking in front of the 
house and was suspicious. He watched me like a 
hawk to-day.” 

“How did you manage it?” Victoria inquired. 

“At the last minute Uncle Pedro decided to take his 
usual morning ride at Chapultepec park. Maruja helped 
me get away, bless her.” 

Dolores noticed that Sally and Victoria were admir- 
ing the jeweled pin which she wore. It was hand- 
somely set with red and blue stones. 

“I know I should have left the brooch at home,” 
she admitted, fingering it caressingly. “I felt so gay 
and festive to-day I just had to wear it.” 

“The pin is beautiful,” Sally said in awe. “It looks 
frightfully expensive.” 

“I imagine it is. It is an old family heirloom and 
was handed down to me by my mother.” 

“Aren’t you afraid you'll lose it?” Victoria ques- 
tioned. 

“The catch seems secure,” Dolores answered, testing 
it. “I suppose it was a silly thing to do. Uncle Pedro 
would never forgive me if he knew I had worn it. 
For weeks he’s been trying to get me ‘to place it in a 
vault.” 

The taxi cab had reached the outskirts of the city 
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and the young people devoted their attention to the 
scenery. Presently they came to a town of many 
churches where they turned from the main road into 
a narrow lane. It ended in an Indian dooryard and 
only a few feet farther on stretched the main canal. 

“Here we are,” Jack Hamilton announced, helping 
the girls to alight. 

While their escort bargained with a boatman, the 
girls gazed with interest at the flower decked crafts 
which floated at anchor. As far as they could see the 
canal was bordered with spire-like willows and gar- 
dens of pinks and roses. . 

“Do the islands really float?” Roger asked Dolores 
somewhat skeptically. 

“Not any more. But years ago this spot was the 
playground of the Aztec nobility. The waterways were 
dotted with long rafts which were covered with earth 
and planted to flowers. While the nobles took their 
ease, boatmen poled the crafts up and down the canals. 
But with the passing years, the abandoned rafts became 
stationary under the weight of earth until now they are 
so many islands.” 

Jack Hamilton engaged a boat bearing the name 
“Lolita” fashioned in flowers over the arched canopy, 
and assisted the girls to their seats. The barefoot 
boatman took his place at the stern, and they glided 
smoothly away from the landing. Soon they were 
lost in a maze of canals which wound in and out 
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among the islands. They met other boats and pres- 
ently were accosted by a craft which carried a group 
of musicians. 

Jack tossed them a coin and they broke forth into a 
stirring tune, for some distance floating side by side 
with the “Lolita.” 

A little farther on a flower-laden boat drew near. 
Jack purchased three huge bouquets of pink carna- 
tions, dropping them into the girls’ arms. 

“Imagine having carnations by the load instead of 
the dozen,” Sally sighed blissfully. “I love it.” 

They drifted on, passing beneath gracefully arched 
bridges, lulled by the soft slapping of the waves against 
the side of the boat. After a time they came to a more 
congested part of the canal and noticed that the shores 
were lined with people in holiday dress. The boatman 
ateered them to shore. 

“Is this the end of the ride?” Victoria asked in dis- 
appointment. — 

“No,” Jack told her with a smile, “but we'll stop here 
for luncheon.” 

He led the way to a pleasant tea house. The young 
people lingered over their food and did not realize that 
time was swiftly passing. Then Dolores glanced at 
her wrist watch and hastily arose. 

“We must be going. Uncle Pedro always returns 
to the house by two o’clock. I dare not be late.” 

As they hurried back to the waiting boat they ob- 
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served that the crowd of holiday pleasure seekers was 
increasing in size. They were accosted by a man who 
wished to take their photographs. Dolores was about 
to demur when Jack said quickly: 

“Let’s all have it taken together. The picture will 
serve as a souvenir of a very pleasant day together.” 

They posed in a stiff little group, aware that a crowd 
of smiling natives had gathered to witness the spectacle. 
Just as the camera clicked, Victoria glanced away for 
an instant, her attention attracted by a man in the 
crowd. She was almost certain she recognized him 
as the peon who guarded the Mercedes front gate. 

“I think you ruined the picture, Victoria,” Sally 
laughed. “I felt you jump.” 

Victoria gripped her companion’s hand, saying in an 
undertone: 

“Look over there by that olive tree. Isn’t that the 
same peon who works for Sefior Mercedes?” 

Sally followed Victoria’s gaze but shook her head. 
She did not see any one whom she recognized. 

“Oh, he’s gone now,” Victoria said in disappoint- 
ment. “He must have slipped back into the crowd.” 

“You're sure it was the same peon?” 

“T couldn’t be certain of course, for to me all Mexi- 
cans look a little alike. But I thought it was he. And 
he was watching us so closely.” 

“Better not tell Dolores. It would only worry her.” 
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“No, I don’t want to ruin her day,” Victoria agreed. 
“Til say nothing about it.” 

Dolores and Jack had drawn slightly apart from the 
others and were waiting for the photographer to finish 
developing the picture. The crowd was pressing closer 
about them. 

“Isn’t this a dreadful jam?” Sally complained. “I’m 
glad we came early and are ready to leave.” 

They joined Dolores.and Jack just as the photogra- 
pher finished the picture. Every one laughed as they 
viewed it. Roger looked very sober and Victoria was 
gazing away with a tense expression on her face. 

“Oh, well, it will be nice to keep anyway,” Dolores 
declared. “This picture will become one of my treas- 
ured possessions.” 

They moved hurriedly toward the canal, pushing 
their way through the gathering crowd. Once the girls 
were unpleasantly jostled. It was a relief to reach the 
boat. 

Jack was helping them into the boat when Sally 
stared at Dolores’ dress, 

“What became of your pin?” she cried. “Did you 
take it off?” 

“No, isn’t it there?” Dolores’ hand moved upward. 

The color drained from her face as she discovered 
that the pin was missing. Either it had been lost or 
stolen. . 

The panic-stricken girl made a brave effort to con- 
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trol her emotions but as the full import of the situation 
came home to her, she sank down on the canal bank 
and buried her face in her hands. 


“Oh, what shall I do?” she sobbed. “I can never 
face Uncle Pedro again.” 


CHAPTER VI 
A REVEALING PHOTOGRAPH 


Tue young people did their best to console Dolores 
but she was so positive her uncle would make matters 
unpleasant for her when he discovered the jewel was 
gone, that anything they could say seemed only polite 
words. 

“Perhaps the brooch became unclasped and caught 
somewhere in your clothing,” Sally suggested hope- 
fully. 

“No, it’s gone,” Dolores grieved. “Only a moment 
ago in the crowd I felt some one jostle against me. 
Probably the pin was stolen then.” 

“It may have been taken by that man Sally and I 
saw!” Victoria exclaimed. 

“What man?” Roger demanded before Dolores could 
ask the same question. 

Victoria and Sally decided that it was time to reveal 
their fears. They told of noticing the peon who closely 
resembled the servant employed to guard Sefior Mer- 
cedes’ front gate. 

“You mean Juan?” Dolores inquired in amazement. 


“I don’t know his name,” Victoria answered. “I 
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caught only a glimpse of the man as we were having 
our pictures taken.” 

“You must have been mistaken,” Dolores insisted. 
“I can’t believe Juan would be at the Gardens to-day. 
He is very faithful to Uncle Pedro.” 

“Perhaps that’s why he followed us here,” Sally sug- 
gested thoughtfully. 

She immediately regretted the remark for it increased 
Dolores’ agitation. ‘ 

“Oh, dear! If I thought Juan had seen me to-day 
I don’t know what I would do! He would be certain 
to report to Uncle Pedro. Oh, I hope you're both, 
wrong.” 

“Perhaps we were mistaken,” Victoria admitted. 
“Sally really didn’t see the peon for he had disappeared 
when I pointed him out to her. And the glimpse I 
had of the man was not very clear.” 

“How was he dressed?” Jack Hamilton inquired. 

“T didn’t notice anything except his serape. He wore 
it across his shoulder. It was red.” 

“Red!” Dolores echoed, looking disturbed. “Juan 
has a red serape.” 

“But red is a very common color,” Jack pointed out 
comfortingly. 

“Yes, the color of the serape hasn’t great signifi- 
cance,” Dolores admitted. She added firmly as if to 
convince herself: “It couldn’t have been Juan.” 
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“Do you see the man anywhere in the crowd, Vic?” 
Roger asked his sister. 

She scanned the throng and shook her head. The 
peon had vanished. 

“We might look around for him,” Roger suggested. 

They stationed themselves on a high arching bridge 
which spanned the canal, scrutinizing each passerby 
with intent interest. Victoria did not see any one who 
remotely resembled Sefior Mercedes’ man-servant. 

“We'll have to start home,” Dolores said presently. 
“It’s late already.” 

Even Sally was inclined to believe that Victoria had 
been mistaken in her identification. However, the 
brooch was gone and its loss threw a pall over every 
one. 

During the ride back to the boat landing, Dolores 
made a brave effort to hide her fears but at intervals 
she lapsed into a preoccupation so intense that she 
scemed hardly aware of the presence of her compan- 
ions. When the boat bumped into the landing she 
jumped like a person brought suddenly out of a hyp- 
notic spell. 

“I only hope Uncle Pedro hasn’t returned home 
ahead of me,” she murmured nervously as they taxied 
swiftly toward the city. 

“I wish you would let me talk with him,” Jack said 
earnestly. 
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“No! No!” Dolores protested. “You must not even 
be seen near the house.” 

A block from the Mercedes residence she insisted 
upon leaving the taxi. With a dark veil thrown over 
her face she hurried down the street, entering the house 
by the rear gate which was instantly opened for her by 
the faithful Maruja who had been stationed to wait. 

Jack drove Roger and the girls to Mrs. Meadows’ 
door, declining an invitation to come inside. 

“I hope Dolores doesn’t get into trouble with her 
uncle,” Sally commented when the girls were alone 
with Roger. “At least she entered the house without 
being caught.” 

“T almost wish we weren’t mixed up in the affair,” 
Victoria declared uneasily. “There was something 
queer about that brooch being stolen.” 

“Say, Vic, did you really think the peon who stole it 
was Juan?” Roger demanded. “He’s guarding the 
Mercedes front gate now.” 

Victoria gazed across the way at the man in the 
straw hat. 

“He was the same one,” she said emphatically. “P’m 
sure of it!” 

“But how did he get back from the Gardens so 
quickly?” Sally asked skeptically. “Peons don’t travel 
by taxi.” 

“T don’t know how he returned,” Victoria answered, 
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“but I saw Juan at Xochomilico and I suspect he was 
the one who took Dolores’ jewel!” 

Roger whistled softly. “Well, if you’re right we're 
all in for plenty of trouble. Just wait until old Sefior 
Mercedes hears about the little excursion.” 

“Maybe Juan will be afraid to mention that he saw 
Dolores,” Victoria said hopefully. “If he took the jewel 
it isn’t likely that he'll care to admit he was near the 
scene.” 

Her method of reasoning struck Sally and Roger as 
sound, yet they were not entirely convinced that Juan 
had ever left the Mercedes property. They were in- 
clined to believe that Victoria was mistaken. 

This feeling crystallized into definite form when two 
uneventful days elapsed. Upon the third afternoon the 
girls received a reassuring note from Dolores which 
brought news that her uncle seemingly had no knowl- 
edge of the secret trip to the Gardens nor had he no- 
ticed that her brooch was missing. 

“You just imagined you saw Juan,” Roger teased his 
sister. “Better get yourself a pair of spectacles!” 

“Have it your own way,” Victoria retorted, “but I 
did see that man. Mark my words, Sefior Mercedes 
may know more about the affair than he lets on.” 

To give color to her contention, she indicated the 
final paragraph in Dolores’ note which read: 

“Uncle Pedro has acted very strangely the last two 
days. He is so quiet and moody that it depresses me. 
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I know it is silly, yet I can’t help feeling that something 
unpleasant is about to befall me.” 

“Dolores is still feeling upset on account of losing 
the brooch,” Roger scoffed. “If she keeps mum about 
it, the Don probably will never notice it’s gone.” 

He went outdoors to play with his ball and promptly 
lost interest in the affairs next door. Sally and Vic- 
toria spent much of their time watching Dolores’ win- 
dow. Upon two occasions the gir] waved to them but 
other than that made no attempt at communication. 

During the evening of the third night the young 
people were chatting with Mrs. Meadows in the living 
room, when they were startled to hear music from 
outside. Sally and Victoria snapped off the lights and 
looked out. 

They beheld a tall Mexican youth in crimson trousers 
and yellow tunic who stood with one foot resting on a 
stone ledge under Dolores Mercedes’ window. With 
his guitar perched comfortably on his thigh, he en- 
toned his first song. It was an old Spanish love lyric, 
sung with much fervor, even if slightly off key. 

“Some one is serenading Dolores to-night,” Sally 
said, thrilled. 

“Sounds like he’s sick to me,” Roger observed. 

“Do keep still,” Victoria commanded. “We want to 
listen even if you don’t.” 

Roger refrained from comment until after the sere- 


nader had finished. 
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“He does sound as if he could do with a few singing 
lessons,” Sally remarked. 

“If I were Dolores,” Roger said, “I’d throw down a 
bucket of cold water.” 

“Oh, you're terrible,” Victoria retorted. “You haven’t 
a single drop of romantic blood in your veins.” 

Mrs. Meadows smiled at their good natured bicker- 
ing, and explained that should Dolores favor the young 
man she would appear at the window. The young 
people were highly pleased to observe that the girl did 
not show herself. By the time the serenader had sung 
two more songs even Victoria had lost her enthusiasm. 

“This is too much for me,” Sally complained. “I’m 
going to bed.” 

“Wait,” Victoria commanded. 

The front ddor of the Mercedes house had opened. 
Don Pedro emerged and in a polite but firm flow of 
Spanish addressed the crestfallen serenader. 

“Oh, I wonder what he told him?” Victoria specu- 
lated. 

“I can give you a very free translation,” Mrs. 
Meadows smiled. “He said, ‘Young man, your atten- 
tions are not desired at this house.’ ” 

“Sefior Mercedes apparently doesn’t want any one 
to pay attention to his niece,” Sally observed. “I 
thought he only disliked Americans, but this doesn’t 
look that way.” 

The rebuked serenader went sorrowfully away and 
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the young people assumed that they had seen and 
heard the last of him. They hoped that Dolores would 
make some comment upon the scene the next day, but 
although they watched faithfully for her, she did not 
appear. 

The following evening directly after dinner the girls 
went into the garden where they found Roger playing 
with two kittens. 

“Oh, Roger,” Victoria chided. “You mustn’t abuse 
those poor little things.” 

“Who's abusing them? They’re having fun and so 
was I until you had to butt in!” 

Victoria was about to reply when the sound of a 
man’s voice singing came to them from Sefior Mercedes’ 
grounds. 

“There he is again!” Sally exclaimed. “That dread- 
ful serenader!” 

“T suppose we'll just have to bear it,” Victoria sighed. 

Roger sprang to his feet, a kitten under either arm. 

“I’m going to stop that fellow’s mooing!” 

Alarmed at what her mischievous brother might do, 
Victoria grasped his arm. 

“What are you up to now?” she demanded. 

Roger jerked away. “If you must know,” he ex- 
plained, “I'm going to tie these cats’ tails together and 
hang them over a limb of that tree by the wall.” 

Horrified, the girls started to remonstrate but Roger 
disappeared into the shadows. 


A REVEALING PHOTOGRAPH 69 


The serenader struck up another song but he had 
finished only the first verse when he was interrupted 
by the wildest caterwauling imaginable. 

“Oh, the little brute!” Victoria cried, almost beside 
herself. “He’s done it.” 

“I didn’t think Roger could be shat cruel,” Sally 
observed, a note of disillusionment in her voice. 

Victoria started toward the wall. “Come on,” she 
said resolutely. “We will have to stop him.” 

The girls approached the tree by the wall expecting 
to find the two kittens suspended in mid-air agony. 
They were nowhere to be seen, yet the horrific sounds 
continued in undiminished volume. 

“Look!” Victoria said as they spied Roger perched 
in a low branch. “The little imp is doing it himself!” 

They could not restrain their laughter when the 
serenader angrily broke off his song. 

“Caramba!” he muttered furiously and shook his fist 
at Roger who grinned down from his roost. With his 
guitar under his arm, he fled the grounds. 

From Dolores’ window came a soft clapping of 
hands. 

“Bravo!” the girl approved. “Well done, Roger!” 

Then before any one could answer, the window 
closed and Dolores was gone. Roger slid down from 
the tree. 

“Sally and I thought for a minute that you really 
had tied the tails of those poor kittens together,” Vic- 
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toria said, chuckling. “Maybe it was a mean trick to 
ridicule that poor fellow, but we’re rid of him anyway.” 

The next afternoon Dolores found an opportunity 
to thank the boy for the joke he had played upon the 
serenader. During the absence of her uncle from the 
house she invited the young people into her garden. 

“Uncle Pedro thought it was funny too,” Dolores 
laughed. “It was the first time I have seen him really 
cheerful in months.” : 

“T thought maybe he wouldn’t like it,” Roger re- 
plied. 

“Oh, Uncle Pedro doesn’t want young men around 
the place at all—it doesn’t matter whether they are 
Spanish or American.” 

“Perhaps he thinks you are too young to be receiving 
attentions,” Sally commented. 

“T don’t believe that is it,” Dolores said soberly. “In 
some ways Uncle Pedro is just—queer.” 

“Did he discover* you lost your jewel?” Sally asked 
curiously. 

“No, but I'll always be afraid he will ask me about 
it.” 

“Why not tell him and get it over with,” Victoria 
suggested. 

“Oh, I'd never dare! You don’t know my uncle. If 
he ever learns how I lost the jewel—oh, I don’t even 
want to think of it!” 

“We had a nice time at the Gardens,” Sally declared. 
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“It’s a shame you aren’t allowed more freedom. When 
you are forced to slip away without permission it ruins 
the fun.” 

“Yes, it does,” Dolores acknowledged. “I'll not at- 
tempt it again. But as long as I live I’ll remember the 
pleasant hours we all spent together.” She withdrew 
u photograph from her pocket. “See, P’'ve kept this!” 

“The picture we had taken near the tea house!” 
Victoria exclaimed, peering over the girl’s shoulder. 
“I'll never get over that silly expression on my: face!” 

“Don’t give up hope,” Roger said. “Maybe you'll 
prow out of it!” 

“Roger Rand, you’re the most—” Victoria began in- 
dignantly, and then suddenly broke off. She was star- 
ing beyond her brother. Unnoticed by any one, Sefior 
Mercedes had come up behind the little group. 

“This is indeed a pleasure to find so many guests in 
my garden,” he said with cold politeness. 

“We were just leaving,” Sally announced nervously, 
getting up from the grass. 

Sefior Mercedes did not bestow even a glance in her 
direction. He walked slowly toward Dolores. His 
voice when he addressed his niece was quiet, yet it had 
a certain quality which brought a look of terror into 
her eyes. 

“My dear,” he said pleasantly. “May I see the pho- 
tographr” 


CHAPTER VII 
AN INTERCEPTED MESSAGE 


Dotores was too startled to reply. Sefior Mercedes 
stooped down and took the photograph from her hand. 
He gazed at it for a moment but the expression of his 
face did not alter. 

“So!” he commented. “Taken at the Floating Gar- 
dens!” 

He placed the photograph in his pocket and turned 
to his niece. 

“Go to your room, Dolores. I will speak with you 
later!” 

The girl cast her friends a despairing glance and 
fled into the house. 

Sefior Mercedes then bowed coldly to Roger and the 
girls. 

“You must excuse my niece. I hope I am not hasten- 
ing you away.” 

“Oh, no, not at all,” Victoria stammered. 

The young people gazed at one another in deep em- 
barrassment. They did not know how to leave. Both 


the front and the back gates were locked. They had 
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gained entrance to the grounds by climbing into the 
crotch of the tree and leaping down over the fence. 

Sefior Mercedes understood their predicament. 
Without a word he walked to the back gate and un- 
locking it with his key held it open for them. 

“Thank you, sir,” Sally murmured timidly as they 
passed through. 

The man made no response. He closed the door 
behind them and they heard the key turn in the lock. 

Roger and the girls scurried to the opposite side of 
Mrs. Meadows’ yard where they could talk without 
being overheard. 

“Oh, dear, what will happen to Dolores?” Sally wor- 
ried. “Sefior Mercedes is certain to punish her.” 

“I understand now why she’s so afraid of her uncle,” 
Victoria added. “He doesn’t say much but he looks at 
her strangely.” 

“It was funny the way he pounced down on us,” 
Roger mused. “We were all so sure he had gone away 
for the day.” 

“He was just waiting for a chance to catch us in 
the garden,” Victoria maintained firmly. “Sefior Mer- 
cedes didn’t look a bit surprised when he saw that pho- 
tograph. I think he knew about it all the time.” 

“But how could he?” Sally protested. 

“Juan could have told him. I’ve always thought that 
peon followed us to the Floating Gatdens. Now I’m 
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positive of it. He probably reported everything we did 
to Sefior Mercedes.” 

“Then you believe Dolores’ uncle already knows that 
the brooch is missing?” Sally demanded. 

“T haven’t any theory as to that. But it does seem 
to me that there’s more to the disappearance of that 
jewel than appears on the surface.” 

“Maybe there is,” Roger conceded. “But I’m sure of 
one thing. After this I play in my own back yard! 
Yes, sir! It’s safer.” 

Somewhat to Victoria’s chagrin he would have noth- 
ing further to do with delivering Jack Hamilton’s mes- 
sages to Dolores. When a sealed note came in their 
mail later that afternoon the girls were at a loss to 
know what to do with it. 

“Climb up the tree and drop it into the box, won’t 
you, Roger?” Victoria requested. “You ought to feel 
sorry for Dolores. She’s shut up in her bedroom with 
no one her own age as a companion.” 

“Sure, I’m sorry for her,” he agreed, “but I know 
better than to walk into trouble with my eyes open. 
Sefior Mercedes is a wise guy. He’s just laying for me.” 

“He'll never see you drop the message in the box if 
you do it at night. Then Maruja can deliver it to 
Dolores.” 

“That old boy has eyes like a hawk,” Roger retorted. 
“No, sir! You'll have to send the note back to Jack 
and tell him to do his own delivering.” 
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In their hearts Victoria and Sally knew that Roger 
was wise to sever his connection with the affair. How- 
ever, they felt a deep affection for Dolores and they 
did not wish to disappoint Jack. After a lengthy de- 
bate they decided to drop the note into the box them- 
selves. 

Nightfall found Victoria attempting the feat. While 
Sally boosted her into the tree, Roger lingered in the 
background to watch the fun. 

“You climb like a city-bred goat!” he jeered. 

“Sh!” Sally warned. “You want to see her caught!” 

Victoria hastily dropped the message into the box 
and slid down the tree to safety. She sighed in relief. 

“I thought I saw some one watching me from the 
shrubbery,” she whispered to Sally. “I probably imag- 
ined it.” 

“Of course you did, Vic. There’s no one around.” 

The girls went indoors and Roger followed. Soon, 
however, a slight noise outside drew them all to the 
window. ‘They were startled to see a man raising a 
ladder up to the tree which contained Dolores’ note. 

“Tt’s Juan!” Sally observed. 

Victoria made an even more distressing discovery. 
Sefior Mercedes stood nearby, watching the peon climb 
to the crotch of the tree. 

“Didn’t I tell you not to deliver that message!” Roger 
chortled. “The old boy was spying all the time!” 

To the dismay of the girls, the peon removed the 
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box from the tree and tossed it down to Sefior Mercedes. 
The latter took out the sealed note and dropped it into 
his pocket. The box he threw carelessly on the ground. 

“Oh, dear, now Dolores will get into more trouble,” 
Sally sighed. “And this time it was our fault.” 

“You should have listened to me,” Roger began. “I 
tried to tell you—” 

“You're altogether too wise for your years,” Victoria 
cut in wearily. “Why don’t you gd to bed?” 

“Because I’m not sleepy.” 

Roger wandered off in the general direction of the 
kitchen only to halt as the front doorbell rang. 

“Answer it, will you please?” Victoria requested him. 

“Not me,” Roger responded ungrammatically. 
“You'll have to face your own firing squad.” 

“Silly! Sefior Mercedes will never come here!” Vic- 
toria scoffed. 

She opened the door herself. Juan was standing 
there, a white envelope in his brown hand. 

“Sefiorita, a message,” he said in English, with an 
insolent slur. 

Victoria took the envelope, observing that it was 
addressed to both Sally and herself. The peon bowed 
and went away. 

“Maybe it’s from Dolores,” Sally said hopefully. 

But neither she nor Victoria believed that it was. 
Even before they glanced at the signature signed at 
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the bottom of the note they knew it would be from 
Sefior Mercedes. The note was brief: 

“T must ask you to make no further attempt to com- 
municate with my niece or to deliver letters to her 
from undesirable persons. I shall take steps to see that 
you comply with my request.” 

“Well, I guess that’s telling you!” Roger whistled, 
reading over their shoulders. “You're just a couple of 
ungrateful guests. So he’s hauling in the ‘welcome’ 
mat from the door.” 

“You're included in the message,” Victoria said. 

“Oh, no, I’m not. My name wasn’t mentioned.” 

Chuckling to himself, Roger sauntered away, leaving 
the girls to brood over the reprimand they had received. 

In the morning the Mercedes house seemed strangely 
deserted. Sally noticed immediately that Juan was not 
on guard at the front gate and the rear one was slightly 
ajar. However, the blinds on all the windows were 
closely drawn. 

“We could get into the place easy this morning with 
the gate unlocked,” Roger commented. 

“Suppose you try it,” Victoria challenged sarcasti- 
cally. 

“Why not?” he replied, starting toward the fence. 

His sister caught him by the arm. “Don’t you dare, 
Roger! We've all been warned to keep away.” 

“You and Sally were you mean. I’m still a free 
agent.” 
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“If you trespass you'll only make matters more diffi- 
cult for Dolores,” Sally protested. 

Roger hesitated, but the temptation to invade the 
neighboring property was too great. 

“T’m pretty sure there’s no one at home,” he insisted. 
“T want to find out.” 

He quietly entered the Mercedes grounds by the 
rear gate, and going boldly to the kitchen door, rapped 
on it. Sally and Victoria waited anxiously, somewhat 
thrilled by Roger’s display of courage. They were re- 
lieved when Maruja opened the door. She talked with 
the boy for a minute, then hastily sent him away. 
Roger reached the Meadows’ back yard just an instant 
before the peon, Juan, came into sight. 

“T thought you weren’t afraid,” Victoria teased. 

“I beat it because Maruja told me to,” Roger ex- 
plained. “Sefior Mercedes isn’t even at home.” 

“Where did he go?” Sally asked. 

“Maruja doesn’t know. But he took Dolores and left 
the city.” 

Sally and Victoria were dumbfounded at the news. 

“Then we'll probably never see Dolores again,” Vic- 
toria wailed. “We'll never be able to solve the mystery 
which surrounds her. It’s just too mean!” 

She sank down on the steps of the rear porch and 
gave way to discouragement. 


CHAPTER VIII 
THE MISSING JEWEL 


“Doxores left a note for you girls,” Roger announced 
unexpectedly. “Maruja wanted to give it to me but 
she couldn’t because that snooping peon, Juan, hap- 
pened along just as we were talking. Maruja is afraid 
Juan will report to Sefior Mercedes and have her dis- 
charged.” 

“He seems to be Don Pedro’s official spy,” Victoria 
acknowledged. “How are we to get the message, 
Roger ?” 

“Maruja will find some way to smuggle it to you.” 

“You might run over after it now that Juan is out 
of sight,” Sally suggested. 

Roger shook his head. “Juan hasn’t gone very far,” 
he said. “Maruja didn’t want me to come back. She’s 
already out of favor with the Sefior and she’s afraid 
she'll lose her job.” 

“I wish we knew where Dolores went,” Victoria 
commented. “I suppose the note explains everything.” 

“Dolores and her uncle had a big fuss last night,” 
Roger informed. “I guess Sefior Mercedes was hop- 
ping mad when he laid hands on that photograph. 
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And then he discovered Dolores’ brooch was gone. He 
locked her up in her room last night, then early this 
morning he drove away with her in an automobile.” 

“Maruja told you that?” Sally inquired. 

“Sure. Dolores’ old uncle wouldn’t let her talk with 
any one before she went—not even the servants.” 

“Then how did Maruja know Dolores left a note for 
us?” Victoria demanded. 

“Dolores hid it under her pillow, and Maruja found 
it when she made the bed this morning.” 

“You certainly picked up information fast while you 
were over there,” Victoria praised. “Now I wish you'd 
think up a way to get that note.” 

The young people assumed that Maruja would watch 
for an opportunity when Juan was not on the premises 
and bring the message to them. However, the peon 
seemed always at hand. Several times when the girls 
were in the garden, the cook emerged and started to- 
ward the fence. Seeing that Juan was observing her 
movements she always retreated. 

By late afternoon Sally and Victoria despaired of ever 
receiving the note. They went out for a walk and did 
not return until twilight. Approaching their own resi- 
dence they were accosted by a Mexican woman who 
held out a tray of tempting cakes. 

The girls did not wish to buy and shook their heads. 
However, the cake seller was persistent. She followed 
them down the street. 
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“Please take, no buy,” she urged. “From Maruja!” 

Victoria and Sally could not believe that they had 
heard correctly. Before they had recovered from their 
surprise, the old woman thrust the cakes into their 
hands and walked quickly away. 

“How strange!” Sally exclaimed, staring down at the 
gift. “What do you make of it?” 

“Maruja must have sent them to us—but why?” 

Light broke over Sally’s face. “I think I know!” she 
cried. “Come on, and we'll see.” 

Inside the house, Sally led Victoria to the kitchen. 
Roger instantly spied the cakes and snatched one. 

“Bring that back!” his sister ordered. “Roger, we 
need that cake.” 

“So do I,” he chuckled and escaped to the garden. 

“The little imp!” Victoria said, sorely vexed. 

They began to break open the five remaining cakes 
one by one. 

“I was just sure the message would be hidden inside,” 
Sally declared in disappointment. “It doesn’t seem to 
be here.” 

“Like as not Maruja baked it into the cake that 
Roger carried off. Let’s get him.” 

They searched the garden, finding the boy with his 
back propped against the sundial, devouring the last 
crumb of pastry. 

“That was a pretty good cake,” he grinned. “All 
except the paper.” 
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“Paper!” Victoria cried, horrified. “Roger, you 
didn’t eat the paper?” 

“Do I look like a goat?” 

“What did you do with it?” Sally pleaded, ignoring 
the question. “Tell us! Please, Roger!” 

The boy smiled and drew from his pocket a small, 
crumpled piece of paper. Victoria snatched it from 
him and the girls ran back to the house to read the 
message under the lamp light. _, 

As they had hoped, the note was from Dolores. She 
had written: 

“Thank you both for all the nice times we had to- 
gether. Uncle Pedro learned about the brooch and is 
very angry. He is taking me to the hacienda where 
I will be closely guarded. Good-by, and may happiness 
go with you always.” 

“Dolores doesn’t say where the hacienda is located,” 
Victoria commented slowly after she had read the note 
twice. 

“She knew we couldn’t help her,” Sally responded. 
“I’m afraid we'll never see Dolores again.” 

The realization made them feel blue and discouraged. 
When Roger entered from the garden, Victoria silently 
handed the paper to him. 

“T’ve already read it,” he admitted. “Too bad about 
Dolores. She’s a nice kid.” 

The girls felt that their little adventure was ended 
yet they could not acknowledge the situation. Roger 
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accepted the inevitable and turned his attention to other 
matters, but Sally and Victoria continued to think and 
talk constantly of Dolores. The days passed slowly. 

Eventually, Maruja, Juan and the other servants de- 
parted mysteriously from the Mercedes residence. The 
house definitely was closed. 

Roger and the girls were free to wander at will 
through the grounds, knowing that they could not be 
reprimanded, but with Dolores gone they had no de- 
sire to visit the adjoining property. The zest was 
missing. 

Mrs. Meadows soon noticed that her young guests 
had fallen into a lethargy and suggested that they might 
enjoy a visit to the National Pawnshop. Solely to 
please her, they consented to the trip. 

“What’s this place supposed to be anyway?” Roger 
inquired. listlessly as the three walked toward the plaza 
in the downtown section of the city. 

“It’s a big pawnshop operated by the government,” 
Victoria explained. “People can bring their valuables 
there to pawn and they are only charged a very low 
rate of interest. If the articles aren’t redeemed within 
a certain time they are sold at public auction.” 

“A government pawnshop doesn’t sound very inter- 
esting,” Sally added with a sigh, “but it’s supposed to 
be unique. We'll have to see it just to say we did.” 

They came presently to a large building opposite the 
cathedral which bore a Mexican coat-of-arms embla- 
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zoned over the portals. A great many persons were 
going in and out. Roger and the girls joined the 
throng. 

“Looks like business is good,” Roger commented. 

“Tt’s always that way,” Sally said. “Especially before 
a bull fight. The peons pawn their household furni- 
ture and even the clothes on their backs to get money 
to buy tickets.” 

The young people entered a large room containing 
an odd assortment of pawned articles where Mexican 
ladies in fine lace mantillas mingled with tourists and 
ragged peons. 

Wandering about, Roger and the girls saw magnifi- 
cent carved chests, cheap bedroom sets, bath tubs, re- 
volvers, safes and kitchen utensils piled side by side. 
However, it was the long counters of jewelry which 
attracted their real interest. 

Roger’s eye instantly was drawn to a fine gold watch 
which he yearned to possess. The girls exclaimed over 
a tray of pearls and diamond rings. 

Victoria moved on to the next counter. Suddenly 
she halted and stared down at an object in one of the 
trays. 

“Well, of all things!” she exclaimed aloud. Nearby 
persons gazed at her curiously, but she did not notice. 
Turning, she beckoned to Roger and Sally who had 
fallen some distance behind. They were slow to obey 
the summons. 
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“What is it, Vic?” Roger asked. 

“Look!” Victoria commanded. “Did you ever see 
that jewel before?” 

Roger and Sally looked down at the object which 
she indicated. It was a beautiful pin set with sparkling 
red and blue stones. 

For a moment neither spoke, then Roger whistled 
softly. 

“Dolores’ brooch!” he exclaimed. “I’d know it any- 
where.” 


CHAPTER IX 
AT THE PAWNSHOP 


“How did the pin get here?” Sally demanded in 
bewilderment. “Maybe it isn’t Dolores’ after all.” 

“It looks like the one she lost,” Victoria maintained. 
“The stones are set in exactly the same way.” 

They studied the brooch from every angle and to 
the amusement of passersby, Roger squatted down and 
squinted at it directly through the glass case. He was 
convinced beyond a doubt that it was the pin Dolores 
had worn to the Floating Gardens. 

“T can’t understand how the brooch turned up here 
at the pawnshop,” Sally repeated. “Do you suppose 
the person who stole it cashed it in for what it would 
bring?” 

“That’s what I’d guess,” Victoria said. “I wish we 
knew where Dolores went. Then we could tell her 
the pin is here and she could buy it back.” 

“Maybe we could get it for her ourselves,” Sally de- 
clared. 

“Take a look at that card,” Roger said bluntly. He 
indicated a marking above the brooch which bore the 
printed information: “3500 pesos.” 


“Is that what it would cost to buy the pin?” Sally 
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gasped. “Why, in American money that’s approxi- 
mately a thousand dollars!” 

“Tm afraid thirty-five hundred pesos is only the 
amount for which the pin was pawned,” Victoria told 
her. “One might buy it for less but probably the 
brooch would cost a great deal more.” 

“How does one find out?” 

“As I understand it, you must attend an auction 
when the jewel is offered for sale to the highest bidder. 
Of course, if the person who pawned the brooch should 
redeem it before that time, then it would be with- 
drawn.” 

“T wish we could at least find out who pawned the 
pin,” Sally said. 

“Tm sure it was Juan,” Victoria insisted. “But let’s 
try to get a little real evidence.” 

They wandered about, going from counter to counter 
and office to office in a vain attempt to find some one 
who could understand English. They finally learned 
that the date of the auction sale had been set thirty 
days hence and Victoria secured the number of the 
pawn ticket, but they were unable to obtain the name 
of the person who had brought the brooch to the 
pawnshop. 

“We need some one who can speak Spanish fluently,” 
Sally commented as the three left the building. “Jack 
Hamilton should be able to help us.” 
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“And he'll be eager to do it too!” Victoria cried. 
“Let’s go to his hotel now.” 

The Gardola was not far from the plaza. They 
located it after making inquiry and presented them- 
selves at the desk. 

“We want to see Jack Hamilton,” Roger announced 
to the clerk. “Is he in his room?” 

“Oh, no, sir,” the man returned politely. “Mr. Ham- 
iton checked out three days ago.” 

The young people were disappointed at the informa- 
tion, especially so when the clerk could not tell them 
where Jack Hamilton had gone. Leaving the hotel 
they walked slowly home. 

“No matter which way we turn we run up against a 
stone wall,” Sally complained. “Dolores is away and 
we can’t locate Jack. They’d both be so relieved to 
know what became of the brooch.” 

“We've done everything we can,” Roger said. 

“We might write Dolores a letter,” Victoria suggested 
after a moment’s thought. “We could address it to her 
house here in Mexico and it might be forwarded.” 

Sirice there was nothing else they could do, the 
letter was duly composed’ and dispatched. A week 
elapsed and no word was received from Dolores. 

“I suspect she never got it,” Victoria declared gloom- 
ily. “It’s simply maddening, but I’m afraid we'll never 
be able to tell either Jack or Dolores about the brooch.” 

Mrs. Meadows became aware that her young charges 
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were no longer enjoying themselves. Alarmed, she 
took them to the theater and proposed many tours 
about the city. To nearly every suggestion they re- 
sponded listlessly: “Oh, we’ve already seen that.” 

Victoria became slightly homesick and talked of re- 
turning to Texas. It was then that Mrs. Meadows flew 
into action. She drew the young people into conver- 
sation, trying to determine their chief interests. 

“How would you like to visit a volcano?” she probed. 

“Tt would be nice,” Victoria agreed without enthusi- 
asm. “But please don’t feel that you need to entertain 
us, Aunt Margaret.” 

“No, we've had a splendid time,” Sally added. “T 
hope we don’t seem unappreciative. It’s just that we’re 
experiencing a let-down. At first everything was so 
exciting and new.”. 

Mrs. Meadows did not give up easily. “Perhaps a 
trip into the mountains would be interesting,” she 
mentioned. “Or a visit to a hacienda.” 

“A hacienda?” Victoria questioned  alertly. 
“Where?” 

Mrs. Meadows laughed, thankful that at last she 
had struck fire. But her niece’s question caught her 
unprepared. 

“I can’t say off hand,” she admitted. “There are 
many haciendas not far from Mexico City. Some of 
them have been abandoned, a few are still being op- 
erated.” 
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“We'd like to see one that’s in use,” Sally said. “But 
I always thought strangers weren’t allowed to visit 
them.” 

“Tt all depends upon the owner. Some are more 
hospitable than others.” 

“I wouldn’t mind seeing a hacienda,” Roger spoke 
up. “Do you know an owner, Aunt Margaret?” 

“No, I don’t, Roger, but I think I can arrange it 
some way. Just give me a day or two.” 

The young people had great faith in Mrs. Meadows’ 
powers and immediately began to look forward to the 
proposed trip. They were elated when she informed 
them two days later that all arrangements had been 
made. 

“A friend of mine—a young Mexican artist—will 
take you to the hacienda. It is one of the most inter- 
esting in the country he tells me. The trip is a hard 
one, however, for part of the distance must be traveled 
over very bad roads.” 

“We won't mind,” Victoria assured her. “Who owns 
the hacienda?” 

“Why, I never thought to inquire. Sefior Ramon 
promised to make all arrangements and will escort you 
there himself. He is a personal friend of the owner. 
Otherwise it would not be possible to visit the hacienda 
for this particular owner does not usually admit vis- 
itors to his place.” 

“Will we go and come the same day?” Roger asked. 
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“Oh, no. You have been invited for a week.” 

“A week!” Victoria cried gleefully. “That should 
be fun. Of course you’re going with us, Aunt Mar- 
garet?” 

“I wish I could. Unfortunately, my work will keep 
me here.” 

“We don’t want to go without you,” Sally protested. 

“You'll have more fun by yourselves,” Mrs. Meadows 
smiled. “I shouldn’t send you alone only I have known 
Sefior Ramon for many years and he is absolutely 
trustworthy.” 

“It’s .grand of you to arrange things,” Victoria de- 
clared, giving her aunt a hug. “We'll have a splendid 
time I’m sure.” . 

They were to leave early the next morning so they 
hurried away to pack their traveling bags. At Mrs. 
Meadows’ suggestion, the girls included riding habits 
and boots. 

At seven o'clock the following morning, Sefior 
Miguel Ramon arrived in an automobile to bear the 
young people away. He was a slim, handsome youth 
with a brilliant smile. 

“Take good care of them, Miguel,’ Mrs. Meadows 
said as she went out to the car to see her young charges 
upon their way. 

“Yes, indeed, Mrs. Meadows,” the man replied in 
perfect English. “You need have no fear for their 
safety.” 
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He gallantly assisted Sally and Victoria into the rear 
seat and adjusted the luggage so that it would not 
annoy them. Roger slid into the front seat beside 
Sefior Ramon. 

“Mind if I call you Mike?” he asked. “It’s a lot 
easier to say than Miguel.” 

The pleasant young man did not mind. Roger and 
the girls decided that they were going to like him 
immensely. ; 

Mike was a skillful driver. He pushed the car 
through dense traffic with ease, coming soon to the 
edge of the city. The great domes towering above 
the flat-roofed houses gradually receded and a long 
ribbon of smooth pavement stretched out ahead. Ata 
distance they beheld the blue and gold mountains, 
drowsing in their shadows like tired warriors. 

Along the road they met a water-carrier and a man 
driving a herd of goats. A little farther on they saw 
what appeared to be a moving shock of corn, with 
four tiny legs visible beneath. As they drew near the 
girls laughed when they discovered that it was a heav- 
ily laden burro; the corn, tied on at the back, bobbed 
up and down at each step. 

Gradually the road climbed. 

“Do we pass over the mountains?” Victoria inquired 
of their guide. 

“Yes, indeed. We go far beyond the mountains into 
a fertile valley.” 
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“Will it take us long to reach the hacienda?” Sally 
questioned. 

“All day. Soon we lose this fine road and travel 
will be more difficult.” 

They passed through quaint little villages where 
women were carrying freshly-filled jars from the foun- 
tains. They saw others washing clothes in the irriga- 
tion streams. 

As the automobile ascended into the mountains, the 
country became more rugged. There were fewer vil- 
lages. At each sharp curve, the girls looked down upon 
deep, beautiful gorges. 

Mike stopped the car at the top of the ridge to permit 
them to enjoy the scenery. With a sweep of his hand 
he indicated the valley below. 

“That is where we are going.” 

“Tt doesn’t look far from here,” Sally commented, 
shading her eyes from the brilliant sun. 

“Tt will seem far before the day is done.” 

Victoria suddenly remembered that no one had 
thought to ask the guide who owned the hacienda 
where they were to call. She voiced the question. 

“Why, it belongs to a very wealthy Spanish gentle- 
man,” Mike informed. 

“And his name?” Victoria asked casually. 

“Mercedes,” Mike responded. “Sefior Pedro Mer- 


cedes.” 


CHAPTER X 
UNWELCOME VISITORS 


A srunnep silence fell upon Roger and the girls. 
For a full minute no one spoke, then Sally softly 
laughed. 

“I imagine Sefior Mercedes will welcome us with 
open arms!” 

“Indeed you will find ‘him very hospitable,” Sefior 
Ramon assured her, too busy with his driving to suspect 
that anything was amiss. 

“You're sure he is expecting us?” Victoria inquired, 
looking worried. 

“Yes, certainly. It was his suggestion that you re- 
main a week.” 

“Tt’s mighty queer,” Roger said. “Mighty queer.” 

“What was that?” Mike inquired, puzzled. 

“Nothing,” Roger muttered as his sister shot him a 
warning .glance. 

“Does Sefior Mercedes know who his guests are to 
be?” she inquired of the guide. 

“You are my friends and that will be sufficient.” 

“Then you didn’t tell him our names?” 

“I believe not. But you need not look distressed, 
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Miss Rand. I assure you, Sefior Mercedes will welcome 
you warmly.” 

“That’s what we’re afraid of,” Roger muttered. “The 
reception may be too warm!” 

Sefior Ramon smiled politely although he did not 
see any point to the little joke. The car had begun to 
descend the mountain and all his attention was re- 
quired at the wheel. 

Entering presently into a broad valley, Mike drew 
up at a village hotel. There they refreshed themselves 
and lunched upon soup, an omelette, rice with saffron 
and alligator pear. 

While Mike was talking with the proprietor, the 
young people held a whispered consultation. 

“What shall we do?” Victoria asked. “Don’t you 
think we should tell Sefior Ramon about our trouble 
with Mercedes?” 

“Then we'd have to turn back to Mexico City,” Sally 
answered. “If he learns the truth he'll never take 
us on.” 

“This is a swell chance to meet Dolores again,” 
Roger urged. 

“We can tell her about finding the brooch in the 
pawnshop,” Sally added eagerly. 

The troubled frown did not leave Victoria’s face. “I 
want to go on as badly as you two do, but I’m a little 
afraid. How will Sefior Mercedes act when he sees 
us?” 
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“He can’t do any more than tell us to go back home,’ 
Roger chuckled. “If Dolores’ brooch is worth over a 
thousand dollars he ought to be mighty grateful to us 
for discovering what became of it.” 

“Somehow I suspect it won’t turn out that way,” 
Victoria said. 

“You want to start back for Mexico City?” Sally de- 
manded. 

“No.” 

“Then the only thing is to keep mum about every- 
thing and just act innocent. You know very well that 
if Sefior Ramon suspected we weren’t welcome he’d 
turn straight around.” 

“I know,” Victoria admitted. “Only he’s Aunt Mar- 
garet’s friend and he’s been nice to us. I hate to see him 
walk into trouble with his eyes shut.” 

“That’s the best way to walk into it,” Roger 
chuckled. “If he doesn’t know anything about our 
fuss with Sefior Mercedes then no one can blame him 
for bringing us to the hacienda. It will just be a mis- 
understanding. See?” 

“T see a lot of things,” Victoria said. “But I’m willing 
to go through with it. We really do have an excuse 
for talking with Dolores again so perhaps Sefior Mer- 
cedes won't be too angry.” 

Mike brought the car to the door and the journey 
was resumed. Soon after leaving the little village the 
pavement ended. They took a rutty, stony side road 
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which bounced and jostled the passengers unpleasantly. 

Twice tires blew out and had to be repaired. The 
car arrived presently at a stream which had no bridge. 

“Now what?” Roger questioned. “Do we swim 
over?” 

Sefior Ramon halted the automobile and got out to 
survey the situation. 

“I hope we’re not going to drive across,” Sally said 
nervously. 

“If we reach the hacienda it is the only way. Usually 
the water isn’t deep but there appear to have been 
recent rains, I believe we can make it.” 

The car careened into the swollen stream reaching a 
spot midway between the two banks. There it stuck 
fast in the loose sand, the river purling smoothly over 
the running board. 

“Now we're in it!” Roger exclaimed. “Ill get out 
and push.” 

“It would do no good,” Sefior Ramon told him. 
“We must wait for help.” 

Sally and Victoria were afraid that the car would 
be carried down stream, but there was no danger of 
that for it had bogged deeply into the quicksand. 
Fifteen minutes elapsed before a peon came by with 
a team of broncos. Sefior Ramon induced him to 
hitch on to the front axle and the scrubby little animals 
struggled valiantly to free the automobile. 
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“They'll never make it,’ Sally murmured appre- 
hensively. “We’re doomed to sit here all day.” 

But she had underestimated the strength of the team. 
With a great sucking, gurgling sound, the car was 
pulled out on the bank. 

Sefior Ramon tried to pay the peon for his labor. 
The man only looked startled and shook his head. 

The misadventure, although it had not been a serious 
one, had served to delay the party. Sefior Ramon tried 
to make up for lost time by driving faster. It was 
quite impossible for the road was so bad that Sally 
and Victoria were frequently thrown against the top 
of the car. 

As the automobile approached another village road 
traffic became more interesting again. They passed 
many men and women afoot who were returning from 
the markets, laden with fruit, vegetables, clay pottery, 
baskets and woven mats. 

After driving through the little cluster of adobe 
houses which marked the town they met several burro 
trains. The sturdy animals carried wood, maize and 
various agricultural products. 

“All this produce that you see moving along the 
road comes from the Mercedes hacienda,” the driver 
informed. “We are very near his vast domain now.” 

“The land should bring in a lot of money,” Roger 
remarked. “Sefior Mercedes must be rich.” 

Sefior Ramon shrugged his shoulders and relapsed 
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into Spanish, uttering a phrase which the young people 
were to hear frequently during their stay at the Mer- 
cedes hacienda. 

“Quien sabe?” (Who knows?) 

It was an odd response. For a long time as the car 
bumped along, Victoria puzzled over it. She could 
not decide what the driver had meant to imply. 

“Who lives in that large house over there?” Sally 
presently inquired as they emerged from a shady arch- 
way of trees. She indicated a large dwelling of pink 
stone set back some distance from the road. 

“Tt is a small hacienda owned by an American,” the 
guide informed. “His name is Hamilton, I believe.” 
“Not Jack Hamilton!” Roger shouted in delight. 

“T do not know his given name.” 

“Is he young and handsome?” Sally questioned 
eagerly. 

“He is young—yes. I should not call him handsome, 
but he is very popular with his peons. He pays them 
well—too well many say.” 

“Let’s stop and see if Jack is at home,” Roger pro- 
posed. 

“The hour is growing late,” the driver mentioned 
politely. . 

“We'll only stop a minute,” Victoria urged. 

Sefior Ramon obediently turned in at the iron gate 
and as the car entered the courtyard, a peon who was 
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drowsing in the sun aroused himself and came to bow 
the visitors a welcome. 

“Ask the man if Jack Hamilton owns the hacienda,” 
Victoria directed the guide. 

At her words the peon’s face immediately became 
animated, disclosing that he understood English. 

“All this belong Sefior Hamilton,” he announced, 
with a.wide sweep of his hand which encompassed the 
house, the out buildings and the rolling hills as far as 
one could see. 

“Ts your master here?” Sally questioned. 

“No, Sefiorita,” the peon bowed. “Sefior Hamilton 
gone to village. He return mafiana—to-morrow.” 

“Perhaps we can come back later,” Sally said. “It 
would be nice to see him again.” 

Sefior Ramon started the motor but before he could 
turn the automobile, the peon halted him with a ges- 
ture. 

“You travel far, Sefior?” he inquired politely. 

“To the Mercedes hacienda.” 

“It grows late, Sefior.” The peon glanced sugges- 
tively toward the hills, dense with foliage and trees. 
“Night comes fast.” 

“All the more reason why we must be on our way,” 
the guide said impatiently. 

“$i, Sefior, but have a care. Bandits!” 

And with that terse warning, the peon shuffled to 
the gate and held it open for the car to pass through. 


CHAPTER XI 
RUMOR OF BANDITS 


“Dm that peon mean we are likely to encounter 
bandits on the road between here and the Mercedes 
hacienda?” Sally inquired anxiously of the driver as 
the touring car swung down the main highway. 

Sefior Ramon laughed carelessly. 

“I don’t know what was the matter with the old 
fellow. There have been no bandits in this part of 
the country for many years. The government stamped 
them out some time ago.” 

“Perhaps a new crop has sprung up,” Victoria sug- 
gested. 

“Banditry no longer is a profitable occupation, 
Sefiorita.” 

“It seems strange the man would warn us,” Victoria 
said slowly. 

“Give it no thought, Sefiorita. You will reach the 
Mercedes hacienda safely. There are no bandits.” 

Sefior Ramon’s words were reassuring. Neverthe- 
less, Sally, Roger and Victoria caught themselves watch- 


ing the hills anxiously. The dense forests and con- 
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cealed ravines easily could offer excellent hide-outs for 
raiders. 

Darkness overtook the car when it was still many 
miles from the hacienda. 

“Tll be relieved when we get there,” Sally whispered 
to Victoria. “That is, if Sefior Mercedes doesn’t slam 
the door in our faces!” 

Now that they approached their destination, the girls 
were worried. Although they would not admit it to 
each other, they regretted that they had not turned 
back to Mexico City. At first they had regarded the 
visit in the spirit of a lark but more sober consideration 
warned them that they were breaking the rules of 
propriety. 

It was true that Sefior Mercedes had invited them 
to spend a week at his hacienda, but neither he nor 
his friend, Sefior Ramon, suspected that the unnamed 
guests would prove most unwelcome. At best, the 
situation would be embarrassing. 

“Tf we’re turned out, maybe Jack Hamilton will give 
us shelter,” Victoria murmured in an undertone. 

The long ride had made Sally sleepy. She dozed off 
presently, only to be awakened by Victoria who was 
shaking her vigorously. 

“Bandits?” Sally mumbled drowsily. 

“No, silly. We're arriving. Wake up.” 

Sally quickly straightened and eagerly peered out 
of the slowly moving car. Directly ahead she saw a 
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large, sprawling building which resembled a feudal 
fortress. It was built in a rectangle, the joining of the 
thick stone wall which enclosed it decorated with 
towers. She counted ten in all. 

The massive iron gate guarded by two peons swung 
open and the car passed under a stone archway into a 
large courtyard. Dogs began to bark. A servant came 
running with a lighted torch. 

The door of the hacienda opened and Sefior Mer- 
cedes emerged. Sefior Ramon immediately alighted 
from the car and the two embraced warmly. 

“You are late in arriving,” Sefior Mercedes said. 
“We had begun to fear that you were delayed on the 
road.” 

“By bandits, eh?” the guide chuckled. 

Sefior Mercedes did not smile. “There has been 
talk,” he said briefly, and turned to greet his guests 
who were taking a long time to alight from the auto- 
mobile. 

“You are very welcome,” he began cordially. “Your 
rooms are ready and comida will be served whenever 
you wish.” 

“Thank you,” Sally said, very low. “It was generous 
of you to invite us here.” 

As she stepped from the running board of the car, 
the torchlight illuminated her face. Sefior Mercedes 
stared. He started to say something and choked. 

Sefior Ramon, unaware that anything was wrong, 
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hastened to introduce the young people by name. They 
made their acknowledgments automatically, but for a 
moment Sefior Mercedes spoke not a word. The silence 
became embarrassing. 

“I hope,” said Sefior Ramon apprehensively, “that I 
did not misunderstand your invitation.” 

“Oh, no—no!” Sefior Mercedes responded quickly 
with a forced cordiality. “Your friends are always my 
friends, Miguel. But why do we stand here? Come 
inside.” : 

Ill at ease, Roger and the girls followed the two 
men, passing through the arched portico into the manor 
house. They found themselves in a large room witb 
high ceiling, elaborately furnished in old black walnut. 

“Sally! Victoria!” a voice cried. 

The girls turned to see Dolores regarding them with 
an expression of amazed delight. She stood in the 
entrance to the patio. 

Before Sefior Mercedes could speak, the girl darted 
forward, giving Sally and Victoria each a warm hand- 
clasp. 

“And how good it is to see you again, Roger,” she 
smiled. 

Sefior Ramon was somewhat startled at the scene. 
He looked questioningly at his host. 

“Your niece already is acquainted with my good 
friends?” 

“Yes,” replied Sefior Mercedes. 
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“A servant will show you to your rooms,” Sefior 
Mercedes informed the young people stiffly, without 
looking directly at them. 

“Tll do it, Uncle Pedro,” Dolores said eagerly. 

“A servant, my dear.” 

“Yes, Uncle Pedro,” Dolores murmured obediently, 
chilled by the cold tone. 

Sally and Victoria were conducted by a silent Mexi- 
can woman to a bedroom which was nearly as large 
as the living room below. There was only one window, 
cut high in the thick wall. 

Roger occupied a chamber directly across the corri- 
dor, but the instant the servant had disappeared he 
knocked on his sister’s door. She immediately ad- 
mitted him. 

“Do come in, Roger,” she bade. “I think we should 
all talk this matter over together and decide what we 
ought to do.” 

“As far as I’m concerned,” said Sally from the win- 
dow ledge, “I’m ready to start back to Mexico City in 
the morning. We're as welcome here as the smallpox.” 

“You couldn’t expect the old boy to give us the glad 
hand,” Roger declared. “Not after the way we tres- 
passed on his property and smuggled notes to Dolores.” 

“I knew we'd be unwelcome, of course,” Victoria 
acknowledged, “but somehow I wasn’t prepared for 
Sefior Mercedes’ cold politeness. He’s determined to 
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be decent to us because we came with his friend, yet 
he hates the very ground we walk on.” 

“He won’t dare throw us out anyway,” Roger 
chuckled. “We’re camped here now and Dolores was 
glad to see us.” 

“Yes, she was,” Sally agreed. “But that doesn’t alter 
the situation. We made a big mistake in coming here 
and we may as well admit it.” 

“What can we do about it now?” Roger demanded. 

“We should have done our thinking earlier.” 

“The thing to do, in my opinion,” Victoria said 
quietly, “is to wait until morning and then tell Seftor 
Ramon the truth.” 

“He'll want to take us back to Mexico City,” Roger 
declared. 

“Yes, but we can’t stay here,” Victoria answered. 
“We were wild to plan such a thing.” 

“T like it here,” Roger announced. 

“That hasn’t anything to do with it,” Victoria replied 
firmly. 

“Of course you are right about talking over the mat- 
ter with Sefior Ramon,” Sally told her. “Until morn- 
ing I suppose we may as well make the best of a bad 
situation. We can’t leave to-night anyway.” 

Roger grumbled a little at the decision, but in the 
end agreed that it was the right thing to do. 

“How about the brooch?” he asked. “Shall we tell 
Dolores we saw it in the pawnshop?” 
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“Yes, certainly,” Victoria responded. “If we don’t 
see her in the morning we can leave a message for 
her.” 

After Roger had gone back to his room, the girls 
removed the grime of their journey and changed into 
fresh frocks. 

“Roger hates to leave and in some ways I don’t blame 
him,” Sally confessed as she sat in the window looking 
down into the courtyard. “This place is so quiet and 
interesting. It seems mysterious too.” 

“Tt does,” Victoria instantly agreed. “I have to pinch 
myself to realize I’m not in a feudal castle.” 

“The hacienda must be ages old. Look at those walls 
surrounding the courtyard. It’s easy to tell they were 
built for defense in time of war.” 

“They must be three or four feet wide at least,” Vic- 
toria added. In the act of brushing her hair she sud- 
denly paused. “Speaking of mystery, I wonder if those 
old walls could be the ones Dolores’ father meant when 
he referred to them at the time of his death?” 

“Quien sabe?” Sally smiled. 

“I guess that’s as good an answer as any. No one 
knows and no one is likely to know very soon. But 
it would be interesting—” 

“Don’t even think about it,” Sally interrupted. “If 
there’s a mystery at this old hacienda it’s not for us. 
Remember, we're going back to Mexico City to- 
morrow.” 
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“T can’t very well forget it.” 

“Did you notice how strangely Don Pedro acted 
when Sefior Ramon spoke of the bandits?” Sally asked 
abruptly. 

“Yes, I did.” 

“Tt struck me, Vic, that there’s more to this talk of 
raiders than Sefior Ramon knows.” 

“I thought the same thing, Sally.” 

“I suspect there may be quite a lot of excitement 
going on around this place before very long.” 

“Don’t let your mind dwell upon it,” Victoria 
laughed mischievously. “Remember, we leave to- 
morrow.” 

“Tt does seem a pity,” Sally sighed. 

Hearing a light tap on the door, Victoria went to 
answer it. A Mexican woman courtesied and handed 
her a note. 

The message was from Dolores. She had written: 
“I am so happy that you came—life here has been al- 
most unbearable. Please disregard Uncle Pedro’s 
actions and believe that you are welcome.” 

“I wish we could believe it,” Sally declared. 

The note did not alter the girls’ determination to 
leave in the morning but it threw them into a pensive 
mood. They felt sorry for Dolores, realizing that with- 
out companions it must be very dull at the hacienda. 

They scarcely had finished reading the.message when 


RUMOR OF BANDITS 109 


a servant came to tell them that dinner was ready in 
the dining room. 

“At least Sefior Mercedes doesn’t mean to starve us 
to death,” Sally observed as they joined Roger and 
went downstairs. “Save for the chill of the atmosphere 
we really can’t complain at our reception.” 

They entered the long dining room with its huge 
highboy and fine old carved table. Places had been 
set for only three. 

“Tt appears we are to enjoy our own company,” Vic- 
toria observed in an undertone. “I wonder what be- 
came of Sefior Ramon?” 

The meal was moderately good, consisting of en- 
chiladas, frijoles, salad and a sweet. A silent Mexican 
woman served them. Under her watchful eye, conver- 
sation became difficult. 

As the young people were about to leave the table, 
Dolores came swiftly into the room. 

“T can talk only a minute,” she said hurriedly. “Tell 
me, did Jack send you here?” 

“Oh, no,” Victoria answered in surprise. “We have 
not seen him since the day at the Gardens.” 

“Tt really was an accident,” Sally explained. “We 
had no idea where we were going when we left Mexico 
City. Sefior Ramon arranged for us to visit a hacienda 
without telling us until we were on the road who 
owned it.” 
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Dolores laughed softly. “It is an excellent joke on 
Uncle Pedro.” 

“Ts he very angry at us?” Sally asked. 

“He is annoyed, yes. But you must not mind Uncle 
Pedro. Since you were brought here by Sefior Ramon 
he will welcome you.” 

“We can’t stay,” Victoria began. “We shouldn’t have 
come, but we had important news for you about—” 

She paused, aware that Dolores*was not listening. 

“I must go,” the girl whispered tensely. “We will 
talk in the morning.” 

She fled down a corridor an instant before Sefior 
Mercedes appeared. He bowed coldly to Roger and 
the girls and passed on into the patio. 

“He shouldn’t go in there,” the boy muttered. “He’s 
apt to frost all the tropical plants.” 

The three returned to their rooms. Sally and Vic- 
toria were tired from the long drive and immediately 
went to bed. When they awakened in the morning a 
Mexican girl who smiled shyly at them, had opened 
the shutters. Warm sunlight streamed into the room. 

Sally sprang out of bed and looked at her watch. 

“Ten o'clock,” she announced in alarm. “Get up, 
Vic.” 

They dressed hurriedly and knocked on Roger’s 
door. He did not respond so they went downstairs 
alone. However, they found him in the patio watch- 
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ing a tropical fish swim around and around in the 
circular fountain. 

“Have you had your breakfast?” Victoria asked. 

“Sure, an hour ago. What happened to you? Did 
you grow fast to the bed?” 

“Very nearly. We overslept.” Victoria lowered her 
voice discreetly. “Have you seen Sefior Mercedes?” 

Roger shook his head. “I haven’t seen any one. Ex- 
cept servants. The place is cluttered with them, but 
when you ask a question they just stare.” 

“Isn’t Sefior Ramon about?” Sally inquired. 

“Haven't seen him.” 

A table had been laid in the patio and a Mexican 
girl brought hot chocolate and rolls for Sally and Vic- 
toria. While they breakfasted, Roger sat with them. 

“This hacienda is like a fort,’ he confided. “The 
gate is guarded by peons with guns and there’s an old 
cannon in the courtyard.” 

“Of course it’s never used,” Victoria commented. 

“Maybe not, but those men at the front gate look 
as if they knew how to use their guns.” 

“It’s strange the hacienda should be guarded during 
time of peace,” Sally said. “There hasn’t been a war 
for many years.” 

“If you ask me,” Roger announced, “there are a lot 
of queer things about this place.” 

The girls finished their breakfast and arose. 

“We must find Sefior Ramon at once,” Victoria 
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urged. “If we are to reach Mexico City by nightfall 
we'll have to be leaving soon.” 

They wandered about the lower floor of the hacienda 
but as Roger had said the house seemed deserted save 
for servants. As they went out into the courtyard, a 
peon in white pantaloons came up. He bowed low to 
Roger. 

“A message, Sefior.” 

“Note writing seems to be an old Spanish custom,” 
Roger remarked, but he reached eagerly for the folded 
paper. . 

“It’s probably from Dolores,” Sally said. 

Roger read the note and whistled softly. 

“What does it say?” Victoria demanded impatiently. 

“It’s from Mike. Now we are in a jam!” 

When Roger did not explain, Victoria snatched the 
message from him and read it herself. The guide had 
written: 

“An important matter of business compels me to 
visit a nearby village. Of necessity I must be away 
from the hacienda for a few days, but I shall return by 
Monday at the latest. I trust that my absence will not 
inconvenience you and that you enjoy a pleasant holi- 
day with my friends.” 

“Now what are we to do?” Victoria asked in dismay. 
“With Sefior Ramon gone we're stranded here!” 

“Until Monday,” Sally agreed. 


RUMOR OF BANDITS 113 


“T don’t mind,” Roger grinned. “I’m just beginning 
to like this place.” 

Thrusting his hands deep into his pockets, he 
sauntered leisurely toward the guarded gate. 


CHAPTER XII 
THE HOLLOW WALL 


Arter they had recovered from surprise, Sally and 
Victoria were not really sorry that circumstance had 
conspired to keep them guests of Sefior Mercedes. 
Their enforced stay would give them an opportunity 
to become better acquainted with Dolores and possibly 
to investigate a few of the matters which had intrigued 
their interest. 

While the girls were discussing the note they heard 
a soft step behind them. Dolores stood in the doorway 
of the hacienda. 

“Good morning,” she greeted with a smile. “Has 
any one shown you about the courtyard?” 

“Not yet,” Sally answered. “We finished breakfast 
only a moment ago.” 

“Then may I have the privilege of escorting you?” 

“Why, of course,” Victoria said quickly. “But won’t 
your uncle mind?” 

“He might if he were here. He is inspecting the 
fields this morning with his administrador. They will 
not be back for several hours.” 

Victoria called Roger who quickly joined the group. 
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As Dolores led them through the courtyard she ex- 
plained that the hacienda had been built during the 
seventeenth century when defense was a major con- 
sideration. She showed them a bell in one of the stone 
towers which in days gone by had been used to call all 
the men, women and children inside the walls in time 
of danger. 

“Now the bell is never rung save when hail threatens 
the crops,” she declared. 

All around the edge of the courtyard were small 
rooms of adobe which served as shops and servant quar- 
ters. The young people paused to watch a man who 
was making a saddle. 

“The hacienda is entirely self-contained,” Dolores 
told her friends. “It is like a little village complete in 
itself. We have our own church. We make everything 
that we use here.” 

“T believe you mentioned that your father formerly 
owned the hacienda,” Victoria commented. 

“Yes, I lived here as a child. Things were differ- 
ent then. The peons who worked for us were happier; 
the fields were well tended.” 

“Aren't they now?” Roger asked. 

“No. The hacienda has been permitted to run down. 
Uncle Pedro’s administrador is shiftless and lazy. He 
is cruel too.” 

“Why doesn’t your uncle discharge him ?” Sally ques- 
tioned. 
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“Uncle Pedro has confidence in him. Sometimes I 
think my uncle cares nothing for the land. He saps 
it of its fertility and complains because it does not yield 
heavier crops.” 

Realizing that she was speaking far too seriously, 
Dolores laughed lightly. 

“I have something really interesting to show you 
now.” 

She led them across the courtyard to the thick stone 
wall. Pausing at a point directly under one of the 
stone towers, she bent down and pressed firmly on a 
brown slab. To the astonishment of the young people, 
it pushed inward, revealing a cavity inside the wall. 

“A secret opening!” Sally cried in delight. 

“It was here long before my father owned the 
hacienda,” Dolores said. “Would you like to go in- 
side?” 

“Would we?” Sally echoed. “Such a question?” 

They crawled through the opening to find them- 
selves in a dark corridor. Dolores had purposely 
brought a candle which she lighted. 

“Where does it lead?” Roger asked. 

“Follow me and you'll see,” Dolores laughed. “Take 
care not to stumble.” 

Sally and Victoria judged that they were moving 
along the south side of the courtyard but a little farther 
on the tunnel became narrower and bent downward. 
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“Are we still inside the wall?” Victoria questioned 
doubtfully. 

“Yes, but we’re going down hill,” Dolores informed. 
“However, we leave the wall in a moment and go 
under ground.” 

“It’s exciting,” Victoria murmured in awe. “Does 
your uncle know about this secret passage?” 

“Oh, yes, but few of the servants suspect it is here.” 

“Why was it built?” Roger inquired as Dolores 
halted to open a door. 

“As a means of protection in time of war, I imagine. 
And in generations past the Mercedes family used the 
chamber as a hiding place for treasure.” 

“The chamber?” Sally echoed. 

“We're coming to it now.” 

They walked down a sloping incline, entering a small 
room which was scarcely large enough to hold the 
four of them. 

“And the family treasure was stored here?” Victoria 
inquired. 

“Yes, but nothing has been hidden in the chamber 
for fifty years, to my knowledge. However, it would 
still make an excellent hiding place.” 

“Some time ago you mentioned that at the time of 
your father’s death he spoke of a wall,” Victoria re- 
marked. “He meant this place?” 

“That has always been my belief. Uncle Pedro 
laughs whenever I suggest that Maruja’s story may be 
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true. Yet it seems very plausible to me that my father 
may have hidden something here in the wall—either 
money, jewels or valuable papers.” 

“Have you never searched?” Sally probed. 

“Oh, many times. I am afraid that if anything ever 
was secreted here it will never be found. Then too, 
my father was somewhat delirious at the end and his 
murmuring may have had little significance.” 

“I wish we could help you find a fortune,” Sally said, 
scrutinizing the stone walls of the chamber. 

Dolores smiled. “I wish you could too, but I have 
no thought that my father left anything of great value. 
I did hope for a time that he might have secreted a 
small amount of gold somewhere on the premises. I 
have given up even that idea now.” 

“If we searched we might find a clew,” Victoria de- 
clared. “Four pair of eyes are better than one, you 
know.” 

“You are free to hunt, but I am certain it will be 
useless. Even should a bag of gold come to light, I 
could not keep it.” 

“Why not?” Roger demanded bluntly. 

“This hacienda and everything on it belongs to Uncle 
Pedro.” 

“Your father owned it first, didn’t he?” Roger 
queried. 

“Yes, but as I explained before, my father died in 
debt. I have never learned the details from Uncle 
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Pedro but everything was involved. Even this hacienda 
would have passed into the hands of another family 
had he not advanced large sums of money.” 

Victoria and Sally refrained from comment but they 
exchanged a significant glance. It seemed to them 
that Don Pedro had not been as generous and benevo- 
lent as he would have his niece believe. As sole owner 
of one of the largest haciendas in the country the man 
had not suffered by loaning Dolores’ father money. 

Roger and the girls amused themselves for a few 
minutes by examining the walls of the chamber, search- 
ing for a possible hiding place. Dolores held the candle 
for them. 

“We may as well go on,” she said presently, after the 
young people had lost interest. “We come next to the 
chapel.” , 

She led them through another long passageway 
which presently ended in a doorway. Dolores un- 
locked it with a large brass key which she took from 
her pocket. 

“I borrowed it from Uncle Pedro during his ab- 
sence,” she chuckled. “He keeps the key always in 
his desk.” 

The door swung open to reveal a dismantled chapel. 
It was no longer in use for the roof had partially fallen 
in. Dolores blew out the candle. 

“We need not go back the way we came,” she in- 
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formed. “It is possible to leave by the outside chapel 
door.” 

She opened it for them and Roger and the girls 
stepped out into the brilliant sunshine. 

“Why, we're still inside the courtyard!” Sally ex- 
claimed in surprise. 

“Yes, we traveled in a rectangular line, always fol- 
lowing the wall.” 

The four walked slowly back ,to the hacienda. As 
they paused near the gate, Roger suggested that they 
leave the courtyard and walk around the outside of 
the wall. 

“By all means go,” Dolores urged. “I will wait here 
for you.” 

“Aren’t you coming along?” Sally asked. 

Dolores shook her head, smiling ruefully. “The 
guards would not permit me to pass the gate.” 

“You mean—” Roger began. 

Dolores nodded. “I am virtually a prisoner here.” 

Roger and the girls lost all desire to go beyond the 
confines of the four walls. They regarded Dolores 
incredulously. 

“Why, I never heard of such an outrage!” Sally 
cried indignantly. “If it’s on account of that brooch 
we have good news for you.” 

She then related that the pin had been seen at the 
National Pawnshop and mentioned the price which 
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lal been given for it. Dolores’ face brightened at the 
information, then clouded. 

“Thirty-five Aundred pesos! I do not have even 
thirty-five. But the brooch is worth far more than the 
jwice for which it was pawned.” 

"Perhaps your uncle will give you the money to re- 
leem it,” Victoria hinted. 

“! must ask him, but not for a few days. He is in 
a bad mood now. Uncle Pedro is having difficulty 
ralsing funds to pay the peons for their year of labor. 
A request for thirty-five hundred pesos will anger him.” 

Dolores lapsed into a worried silence. After a few 
minutes she realized that she had not thanked her 
friends for locating the pin at the pawnshop and 
hastened to do so. She then talked cheerfully of many 
mibjects but showed no genuine interest in the conver- 
sation until Roger mentioned the brief visit which had 
heen made at Jack Hamilton’s hacienda. 

“IT have not talked with him since that day at the 
Hloating Gardens,” Dolores said wistfully. “If Uncle 
Pedro has his way, I shall never see him again.” 

“I wouldn’t stand for an uncle like yours,” Roger 
suid impolitely. “He’s a tyrant. Why don’t you run 
away?” 

“Roger!” his sister reproved. 

“Where could I go?” Dolores asked quietly. “I 
have no money and no real friend save Jack Ham- 
ilton.” 
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“You have us,” Sally declared staunchly. 

“Yes, your friendship has meant more to me. than 
you'll ever know. But I do not intend to involve you 
in my troubles if I can help it.” 

Again Dolores relapsed into a moody silence. She 
broke it herself by asking: 

“Did you hear talk of bandits as you traveled toward 
the hacienda?” 

“Yes, we did,” Victoria answered quickly. “Sefior 
Ramon tells us that there are none in this part of the 
country.” 

“Until a few weeks ago that was true. But only last 
Tuesday word came to us that raiders swooped down 
on a hacienda not far from here. Uncle Pedro is 
worried.” 

Roger looked at the guards who stood at the gate 
and laughed. “Why should he be afraid? It would 
take an army to get in here!” 

“Uncle Pedro isn’t worried about the hacienda. It’s 
the pack train—” 

She broke off and stood tensely listening. Roger 
and the girls had heard no sound. Now they became 
aware of pounding hoof beats. 

“Uncle Pedro and his administrador return!” Dolores 
cried. “I must replace the key to the chapel.” 

She darted into the hacienda an instant before two 
horsemen came clattering into the courtyard. 


CHAPTER XIII 
A TREASURE PACK-TRAIN 


Seftor Mercevzs and his administrador dismounted 
and a peon led their horses to the stable. Roger and 
the girls saw the two men converse, then they sepa- 
rated, Don Pedro coming alone to the house. He 
howed coldly to the young people, and as he entered 
without addressing them they caught a familiar odor 
of perfume. 

“Vanilla,” Victoria commented, sniffing the air. “He 
must saturate himself in it.” 

“I rather like the odor myself,” Sally said. 

“Yes, so do I, but I shouldn’t care to have the scent 
on my clothing all the time. He must fondle his 
vanilla pods every night before he goes to bed, the 
game as a miser would his gold.” 

“I hope Dolores replaced the chapel door key before 
she was caught,” Roger remarked, abruptly changing 
the subject. He was not interested in perfume. 

“Oh, she had plenty of time,” Victoria answered. “I 
wonder why Don Pedro is so fussy about keeping the 
door locked ?” 

“He’s fussy about everything,” Roger declared. “He 
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thinks every one should bow down to him like a king, 
Say, if he tried to keep me shut in the way he does 
Dolores I’d tell him a thing or two!” 

“Yes, you would,” Victoria responded ironically. “I 
notice you haven’t spoken a word to him since we 
arrived.” 

“I can’t very well yell after him as he goes sailing 
past, can I? Maybe I'll get a chance to give him a 
piece of my mind yet!” 

“T don’t think you can afford to lose very much of 
it,” Victoria chuckled. 

She was not alarmed that Roger would attempt to 
carry out his threat. 

Despite Sefior Mercedes’ aloof attitude, the young 
people were enjoying their enforced stay at the haci- 
enda. When they idly watched the life of the court- 
yard or looked down from the inner balcony of the 
house to see servant women in rebosos pattering along 
upon errands, it seemed that they had slipped back 
into the life of a past age. 

It was pleasant to sit in the warm sun, gazing medi- 
tatively at the ancient stone towers and speculate upon 
their origin. The wall which surrounded the court- 
yard likewise provoked intense thought. The excur- 
sion through the tunnel had been exciting and they 
longed to learn more of its history. 

“I wish we could find the treasure Dolores’ father 
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was supposed to have hidden,” Victoria commented 
wistfully. 

“I'd rather just sit and think about it,” Sally mur- 
mured drowsily. “I don’t imagine there ever was any 
treasure.” 

“You were eager enough about it when we were 
exploring the wall.” 

“I wasn’t so sleepy then,” Sally yawned. “If you'll 
pardon me IJ think I'll go in and take a siesta.” 

She wandered into the house and Roger soon de- 
parted to talk with one of the guards at the gate. 
Victoria sat alone, staring at the wall. It seemed to 
challenge her, to defy her to fathom its mystery. 

At breakfast the next morning Roger and the girls 
discussed the possibility of visiting Jack Hamilton’s 
hacienda. Dolores entered the patio in time to hear 
their remarks. 

“If you would care to go, I can furnish you with 
horses,” she offered. 

“Won't your uncle object?” Sally inquired. 

“Uncle Pedro rode off early this morning. Even if 
he were here, I am certain he would wish you to use 
his horses.” 

Roger and the girls held a different opinion but they 
permitted Dolores to persuade them that the mounts 
were at their disposal. She accompanied them to the 
stable to arrange for the ponies. 
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“Won’t you come with us?” Sally requested, al- 
though she expected a negative answer. 

“I wish I could. Unfortunately, it is impossible. 
Just tell Jack that I am sorry matters turned out as 
they have.” 

“We'll give him the message,” Victoria promised. 

“I must apologize for your mounts,” Dolores smiled, 
changing the subject. “Our best horses are in use. 
This little black fellow is a sorry nag, but he may take 
you to the hacienda.” 

“We'll get along fine,” Victoria declared. 

The horses were saddled and the girls quickly chose 
the two sorrels, leaving Roger to mount the black pony. 

“Use a switch if he is lazy,” Dolores called to the 
boy as he rode out of the courtyard after Victoria and 
Sally. 

The girls galloped away leaving Roger far in the 
rear. When he tried in vain to catch up with them 
they slackened their pace. 

“Hey, wait!” the boy shouted in disgust. “I might 
as well be on a burro as this old nag!” 

Mischievously, the girls turned in their saddles and 
like a pair of fair traffic officers urging a lagging motor- 
ist into a speedier gait, motioned for him to ride faster. 

“Quit waving that way,” Roger yelled. “If you had 
this old crow bait to ride you wouldn’t go so fast your- 
selves,” 
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His mount suddenly stopped dead in its tracks and 
tried to turn back in the direction of the hacienda. 

“I think Pll set this old creeping soap-fodder loose 
and get off and walk,” Roger called to the girls, who 
immediately reined in and waited for him. 

“You'll do no such thing,” Victoria told him. “What 
would Sefior Mercedes say if he lost one of his horses?” 

“Oh, this old horse would go straight home all right. 
Don’t worry about that.” 

“Dolores would feel insulted,” Sally contributed, a 
twinkle in her eyes. “Or she might think you had been 
thrown off.” 

“What! This old merry-go-round relic throw me? 
Don’t be silly.” 

The trip to Jack Hamilton’s hacienda was painfully 
slow but the young equestrians finally approached the 
buildings. They were surprised to see two horsemen 
a short distance away making angry gestures as if they 
were quarreling. 

“Why, it’s Jack himself!” exclaimed Victoria, reining 
in her mount. 

“And the other one—” said Sally. “Why it’s Sefior 
Mercedes’ administrador!” 

The girls could not help but note what fine figures 
the two men made. Both wore tight trousers and 
jackets elaborately embroidered with gold and silver 
braid. Felt sombreros with cone-shaped crowns and 
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wide, up-rolled brims after the Mexican fashion, gave 
them a picturesque aspect. 

The two men appeared to be unaware of approaching 
visitors. Their angry words were now plainly audible. 
The administrador was accusing Jack Hamilton of 
sending peons to steal wood from Sefior Mercedes’ 
property. 

“You are impertinent,” Hamilton said. “I know 
nothing about any thefts of wood.” | 

“The Seftor plays the part of injured innocence well,” 
the administrador sneered. “He should be in Holly- 
wood—yes ?” 

“T am telling you the truth. If any peons in my 
employ have been trespassing, they have done so with- 
out my knowledge.” 

“Well acted, Sefior Hamilton! You shame the great 
Barrymore. Allow me to congratulate you.” 

“And allow me to ask you to get off my premises!” 

“Assuredly, Sefior. But you may live to regret your 
hasty words.” 

The men observed the young people in the vicinity, 
whereupon the Mexican wheeled his horse and rode 
off in the direction of the Mercedes hacienda. 

Jack Hamilton made no reference to the encounter 
as he greeted Roger and the girls, but it was obvious 
that inwardly he was seething over the administrador’s 
insulting accusation. 

“I am glad to see you,” he told the young people 
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cordially. “My servant informed me that guests 
stopped in while I was away.” 

“We are staying at the Mercedes’ hacienda,” Sally 
informed. 

“His guests?” 

The girls explained their situation and Jack imme- 
diately invited them to make their headquarters at his 
house instead. 

“I’m afraid we'll have to remain where we are,” 
Victoria told him regretfully. “Sefior Ramon may re- 
turn for us ahead of time.” 

“Besides, we’re having fun delving into the mystery 
which surrounds the place,” Sally added with a laugh. 

Hamilton’s face darkened. “There are some mys- 
teries about Sefior Mercedes which I should like to 
solve!” 

Roger and the girls waited expectantly but their 
friend did not enlarge upon his statement. He began 
to talk of Dolores, asking eager questions concerning 
her welfare. Victoria delivered her message. 

“Matters will never change unless some one over- 
rides Sefior Mercedes,” Jack commented bitterly. “Do- 
lores will not even allow me to visit her now. She 
gave her promise to her uncle that she would not see 
me again.” 

As the young man showed them over the property, 
Sally and Victoria related their discovery of the pawned 
brooch. 
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“If I can get to Mexico City on the day of the auc- 
tion, I'll buy it in,” Jack promised. “That pin meant 
a lot to Dolores and I want her to have it back. I feel 
partly responsible for its loss.” 

In. the cool patio of the hacienda, refreshments were 
served, As Victoria sipped her lime juice, she brought 
up the subject of bandits. 

“One of your men warned us to look out for them,” 
she mentioned. “Is there really any danger?” 

Jack’s face became like a mask for an instant. Then 
he said quietly: 

“More than most folks realize. Sefior Mercedes is 
a fool to take his pack-train through unguarded.” 

“What is this pack-train?” Sally questioned with in- 
terest. “We've been hearing vaguely about it.” 

“Why, next week comes the annual day for the set- 
tlement of wages. Sefior Mercedes employs many 
peons and to meet the occasion, he is bringing a pack- 
train of silver from the bank in the city.” 

“And the money is coming through unguarded?” 
Victoria asked in amazement. 

“Practically so.” 

“Looks like that’s a pretty stupid thing to do,” Roger 
commented. 

“Ordinarily, it would be safe enough,” Jack re- 
sponded. “The average Mexican peon is honest and 
would never think of stealing. But this talk of bandits 
puts a different complexion on the matter.” 
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“Dolores mentioned that her uncle was worried 
about the pack-train,” Sally mentioned. 

“That’s all he'll do about it—just worry. Sefior 
Mercedes is unfit to manage a hacienda. He’s allowed 
the property to run down and stock to die from lack 
of attention. Why, he doesn’t even know how many 
peons work for him!” Jack finished his tirade and 
asked abruptly: “When does the pack-train come 
through?” 

“Dolores didn’t say,” Sally answered. 

“J should judge it would be to-day,” Jack commented 
thoughtfully. “Well, I’m glad my money isn’t on it.” 

They talked for awhile longer, then the man looked 
at his watch and hastily arose. 

“I hope you won't be offended if I leave you for a 
half hour,” he said. “Unfortunately, I made an ap- 
pointment which I must keep.” 

“We were just going ourselves,” Sally replied, hastily 
getting to her feet. 

“Please don’t hurry away. I shall return in an hour 
at the latest.” 

“Thanks,” Roger interposed, “but we'll have to be 
starting back or we'll never get there by sundown. 
Not with my old nag.” 

Jack laughed and did not urge the young people 
further. They saw that he was impatient to be away, 
so thanked him for his hospitality and walked with 
him into the courtyard. 
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“I’m sorry to go off this way,” he apologized again, 
“but the appointment is important.” 

Leaping on the back of his horse, he galloped down 
the road. 

A few minutes later the girls mounted and started 
toward the Mercedes hacienda, allowing Roger to bring 
up the rear. However, his horse suddenly displayed a 
greater liveliness upon being headed homeward. He 
jogged along at a respectable clip ard soon overtook 
the girls. 

“Hold him, Roger,” Victoria called between giggles. 
“Don’t let him get away from you.” 

The boy was about to reply when Sally indicated a 
cloud of dust some distance ahead. 

“What do you suppose that is?” she asked, perplexed. 

“It looks like a burro train,” Roger replied. 

“He’s right,” Victoria agreed. “You can see the 
loads bobbing up and down as the animals walk. 
Come on! Let’s overtake them.” 

The two girls urged their horses into a fast canter 
and Roger again was left behind. 

“Wait a minute, can’t you?” he called in disgust. 

Victoria and Sally slowed down to accommodate his 
speed, but even so the distance between them and the 
plodding line of burros rapidly diminished. 

“Maybe it’s the Mercedes pack-train,” Sally specu- 
lated. 
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“The animals are loaded with wood, not money,’ 
Victoria pointed out. 

They approached close to the slowly moving burros. 
Sally’s attention was drawn to a peon who walked at 
the head of the train. She indicated him to her com- 
panions. 

“Doesn’t that old fellow look like Juan?” 

“That’s just who it is,” Roger supplied. “I'd know 
that old buzzard anywhere.” 

“Then the wood must be on its way to the Mercedes 
hacienda,” Victoria declared. 

They rode alongside the train, Roger on one side 
and the girls on the other. Juan and the two men who 
were helping him with the animals, turned their heads 
to stare at the riders but save for an occasional side- 
long glance they paid them no further heed. The 
burros plodded along under their high-stacked burdens 
like small animated machines. 

“Aye burro!” Juan shouted at intervals. “Aye 
burro!” 

The pack-train approached an extensive growth of 
high organ cactus alongside the road. Without the 
slightest warning, five horsemen, masked and with re- 
volvers drawn, emerged from behind the thorny screen. 

“Los banditos!” Juan cried fearfully. *“Los banditos!” 

Before he could draw his weapon the bandits had 
him covered with their revolvers. The peon’s jaw 
dropped as he regarded the leader of the little band 
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and Roger and the girls stared in blank amazement. 

While four of the horsemen had black handkerchiefs 
over their faces, the bandit chief was disguised with a 
strange mask unlike anything they had ever seen be- 
fore. It was made of papier-mache in the form of a 
fantastic, animal head, painted in gaudy red and black 
and yellow—a mask obviously designed by an artist 
for use in ceremonial dances. 

“We have come for the silver,” the leader announced 
coolly from his saddle. “Resistance means death!” 


CHAPTER XIV 
UNDER THE WOOD 


“We have no silver, Sefior,” Juan answered, trem- 
bling. “Only sawed wood for the great hacienda.” 

The bandit leader laughed derisively. At a signal 
from him two of the raiders dismounted and roughly 
disarmed the peon. They searched the other men for 
weapons, but paid scant attention to Roger and the 
girls other than to keep them covered. 

Drawing knives from their belts the bandits slashed 
the thongs that -bound the wood to the back of the 
burros. With a clatter the pieces fell to the ground, 
revealing a bag of silver strapped to each animal. 

Quickly the treasure was removed and slung across 
the saddle pommels. The bandits mounted swiftly and 
the man in the painted mask wheeled his horse to bow 
mockingly to Sally and Victoria. 

“I regret very much the annoyance, Sefioritas. I 
wish you a pleasant journey.” 

Then to Juan he said in rapid Spanish: 

“To Sefior Mercedes give my compliments and assure 
him that his silver will now do much good in the 
world, for we are poor but worthy men.” 
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The bandits then spurred their horses and rode off 
pell-mell into the hills, the sharp, rhythmical click of 
steel-shod hoofs on the rocky trail being audible long 
after they had disappeared from view. 

“The fiends!” Juan shouted furiously. “They have 
stolen all my master’s silver! All of it!” 

“We must ride to the hacienda and carry the news!” 
Victoria cried. 

The girls galloped off and since Roger could not 
maintain the pace he soon was left far behind. Vic- 
toria and Saliy clattered into the courtyard. They 
sprang from their horses just as Sefior Mercedes and 
Dolores emerged from the house to learn what had 
caused the commotion. 

“The pack-train!” Victoria cried, forgetting her dis- 
like for the owner of the hacienda. “Bandits overtook 
it near the big organ cactus and rode away with all the 
money!” 

For a minute Sefior Mercedes seemed completely 
stunned at the news. 

“The leader wore a strange ceremonial mask,” Sally 
added excitedly. “It was shaped like an animal head 
and was painted in bright colors.” 

“I was afraid this would happen,” Sefior Mercedes 
muttered. 

“There were five men but only the leader wore the 
painted mask,” Victoria told him. 
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“Which way did they go?” Sefior Mercedes de- 
manded. 

“They rode away on the trail that joins the main 
road near the clump of organ cactus,” Victoria in- 
formed. “They might be overtaken, even yet.” 

Spurred to action by her words, Sefior Mercedes 
gave terse orders to saddle up. Led by the administra- 
dor, twelve men soon galloped from the courtyard to 
take up the pursuit. Roger, who had arrived belatedly 
at the hacienda, mounted the wall to watch them ride 
out of sight. 

“Did the scoundrels take all of the silver?” Sefior 
Mercedes asked brokenly. 

“One bag from each burro,” Sally said. 

“Then they found it all. Unless my silver is re- 
covered, it means ruin! Ruin!” 

Already the courtyard was crowded with troubled 
peons, men, women and children. They talked ex- 
citedly in small groups and several of the more 
courageous ones dared to address the owner of the 
hacienda. 

“Is it true that our money is gone, Sefior?” 

“You will be paid,” he assured them. “You will 
be paid.” 

“But sefior, if the bandits have the silver—” 

“I shall send to the city bank for another pack-train 
of silver. No one will suffer.” 
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“Is the loss a great one?” Sally asked Dolores in an 
undertone as the girl moved near. 

“Yes, Uncle Pedro cannot afford to lose the sum. 
And I feel so sorry for the poor peons.” 

At nightfall the twelve horsemen who had gone in 
pursuit of the bandits had not returned to the hacienda, 
After dinner, Roger, Dolores, Sally and Victoria, lin- 
gered in the courtyard to await news. Sefior Mercedes 
was so disturbed over his loss that for the first time 
since the young people had come to the house, he 
paid no heed to his niece’s actions. 

It was nearly nine o’clock before hoofbeats were 
heard. Roger and the girls sprang to their feet while 
Sefior Mercedes came hurrying from the house. 

The gates of the hacienda were thrown open to ad- 
mit the twelve weary riders. The administrador dis- 
mounted and addressed Sefior Mercedes. 

“We failed, Sefior. We could not pick up the trail. 
The bandits escaped into the hills.” 

“Go! Leave my sight!” Don Pedro shouted furi- 
ously. He showered abuse upon the administrador 
as the man hastily retreated. Dolores was shocked. 

“Uncle Pedro is greatly upset,” she whispered. 
“Never before have I heard him lose his temper before 
guests or strangers.” 

“Go to your room, Dolores,” the man ordered 
sharply. 

“Yes, Uncle Pedro.” 
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Taking the suggestion to themselves, Roger and the 
girls followed Dolores into the house. 

By morning the household had resumed its usual 
tranquil aspect, at least outwardly. Directly after 
breakfast, Sefior Mercedes and the administrador were 
seen driving out of the courtyard in an automobile. A 
few minutes later, Dolores joined her friends. 

“Uncle Pedro has gone to the city to arrange for 
more silver to pay the peons,” she announced. “The 
money should come through late to-night.” 

“Not by pack-train I trust,” Sally smiled. 

“No, my uncle will bring it himself.” 

The young people spent a delightful day in Dolores’ 
company, finding her very light hearted and gay de- 
spite the loss which had been suffered by her relative. 
She took them through the passageway in.the hollow 
wall once more and they all spent an hour searching 
for a possible hiding place in the secret chamber. 

“Tt just isn’t here,” Dolores said regretfully. “Either 
my father didn’t mean this wall or his death-bed words 
had no real significance.” 

At dusk Sefior Mercedes and the administrador re- 
turned in their automobile from the city. There was 
great rejoicing among the peons when it became known 
that their master had safely brought in enough silver 
to pay all wages. 

“Don Pedro doesn’t seem like such a bad sort at 
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times,” Sally remarked that night as she and Victoria 
prepared for bed. 

“At times is right,” the other agreed. “When Don 
Pedro learned about the bandit raid did you notice any- 
thing queer?” 

“Queer? No, I can’t say I did. Sefior Mercedes 
seemed pretty upset over it.” 

“That’s what I meant. He spoke bitterly to the ad- 
ministrador, reprimanding him*for his failure to cap- 
ture the bandits.” 

“Yes, but that was more or less natural, I suppose, 
though certainly not called for.” 

“The point I’m trying to make, Sally, is that Mercedes 
made a great ado over losing the money. But since 
then he’s not done much of anything to continue the 
search for the bandits.” 

“Probably he considers it useless. Besides, he’s been 
away most of the time getting more money.” 

“Tm glad he brought it back safely,” Victoria de- 
clared. “Somehow I had a fear it might never arrive.” 

“So did I,” Sally confessed. “Oh, well, it’s safely 
locked up in the house now, so I guess the peons will 
be paid off when the right day comes.” 

With a sleepy yawn she blew out the candle and both 
girls leaped into bed. 

Victoria immediately dropped off to sleep but toward 
morning a slight noise aroused her and she found her- 
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self wide awake. Moonlight was streaming in at the 
open window. 

After trying vainly for some minutes to go back to 
sleep, Victoria arose, taking care not to disturb Sally 
who slumbered peacefully on her pillow. She went to 
the window and looked out. 

The courtyard was deserted. Even the guards who 
were usually stationed at the gate had left their posts. 
Victoria was considering going back to bed when she 
heard the door of the hacienda open and close. She 
gazed down and was astonished to see Sefior Mercedes 
and his administrador emerge. They were carrying 
something heavy between them. 

“Sally!” Victoria whispered tensely. 

The sleeping girl did not arouse. Victoria darted 
to her and gave her a hard shake. 

“Say, what’s the idea?” Sally mumbled crossly. 
“Can’t you let me sleep?” 

Victoria shook her again. “Come to the window 
quickly,” she bade. 

Grumbling a little, Sally obeyed. She peered down 
into the courtyard. 

“Why, it’s Sefior Mercedes!” 

“And his administrador,” Victoria added in a whis- 
per. “See what they are carrying?” 

“T can’t make it out from heré.’ It looks like a bag.” 

“That’s what it is. A bag of money.” 

“How can you tell?” Sally asked in awe. 
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“I can’t, of course. But that’s my guess. I believe 
those men are doing something with the payroll 
silver!” 

Thoroughly excited, the girls watched. They saw 
Sefior Mercedes and his helper carry the heavy burden 
across the courtyard to the base of the wall. There 
they paused. 

“They're going to hide the ‘money inside the wall!” 
Victoria exclaimed. 

Her guess was a shrewd one. The girls saw the 
hacienda owner push open the movable slab. The ad- 
ministrador then crawled through the aperture and 
Sefior Mercedes handed in the money, waiting by the 
wall until his helper returned empty handed. 

The two men then vanished inside the hacienda. 

“What do you make of it?” Victoria asked. 

“They hid the money inside the wall. But why? I 
should think it would have been safe enough in the 
house.” 

“Safer, if any one besides ourselves witnessed the 
little scene. I admit I’m baffled by the things that have 
been going on.” 

“Maybe Sefior Mercedes is afraid of another bandit 
raid,” Sally tried to reason it out. “Perhaps he believes 
that while the house might be searched no one would 
ever think of looking inside the hollow wall.” 

“That’s true, but Sally, this courtyard was built for 
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defense. Bandits could never enter if the guards were 
even half way alert.” 

“It’s beyond me,” Sally shrugged. “I’m going back 
to bed before I freeze.” : 

In the morning Sally and Victoria informed Roger 
of the scene they had witnessed, pledging him to 
secrecy. The girls were at a loss to know whether or 
not to mention the matter to Dolores, but actually they 
had no choice for her uncle lingered about the hacienda 
until noon and they had no opportunity to speak with 
the girl. 

Directly after lunch, however, Sefior Mercedes 
mounted a horse and rode away upon an unannounced 
mission. 

Scarcely had he disappeared down the road when the 
courtyard resounded with hoofbeats. Thinking that 
the hacienda owner had returned, Roger and the girls 
went outside to investigate. 

They were amazed and delighted to discover that 
the newcomer was none other than Jack Hamilton. 

“T saw Don Pedro riding away so I knew the coast 
was clear,” he chuckled. “Is Dolores here?” 

‘Tl call her,” Sally offered. 

She ran into the house but met Dolores in the cor- 
ridor. The girl had heard Jack’s voice and recog- 
nized it. 

“He shouldn’t have come here,” she murmured ap- 
prehensively. 
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Jack sprang from his horse as Dolores came hurrying 
toward him. 

“Oh, Jack, you can’t stay!” she cried in distress. “It 
isn’t safe.” 

“T am not afraid of your uncle, Dolores.” 

“You are far too brave, Jack. But I have given my 
promise not to see you.” 

“Tl go if you wish.” 

Regretfully Jack turned to mount his horse again, 
but just at that moment, Roger who had been standing 
near the gate, gave a warning shout. 

“Sefior Mercedes is coming down the road! Ata 
gallop too!” 

“Oh! Oh!” Dolores cried, fairly beside herself with 
anxiety. “He must not see you here, Jack. Ride! 
Ride!” 

“It’s too late,” Roger called out. “If you go out the 
gate now you'll be seen. Isn’t there a back entrance?” 

“No, only the front gate. Oh, Jack, what shall 
we do?” 

‘TIl face him,” the man returned quietly. “T’ve 
wanted to do it for a long time. We have a lengthy 
score to settle.” 

“No, you must hide!” Dolores commanded. “It will 
do no good to talk with my uncle. He will only 
punish me for anything you say.” 

“Sefior Mercedes is coming fast,” Roger warned 
tersely. 


” 
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Dolores had been glancing frantically about the 
courtyard. Her eye came to rest upon the great wall. 

“You must hide in the secret chamber!” she cried, 
awiftly showing him the movable slab. “Hurry, before 
it is too late.” 

“But my horse, Dolores.” 

“T’ll ride hins out through the gate,” Roger offered. 
“Sefior Mercedes will pay no attention to me.” 

Against his will, Jack was forced into the hiding 
place. Roger mounted the horse and rode from the 
courtyard just as Sefior Mercedes entered under the 
stone arch. However, as the boy had predicted, the 
hacienda owner scarcely bestowed a second glance 
upon him and did not scrutinize his mount. 

Sally and Victoria exchanged an uneasy glance. The 
situation was not in the least to their liking. 

“Jack will be certain to see the hidden silver,” Sally 
whispered. “Dolores never suspected it had been 
uccreted inside the wall.” 

“Jack won’t report what he discovers,” Victoria re- 
sponded in a worried undertone. “But I’m afraid 
Scfior Mercedes may find him there. Why did he 
return so quickly?” 


CHAPTER XV 
TRAPPED IN THE TUNNEL 


APPARENTLY Sefior Mercedes had no suspicion that 
the American had visited the hacienda during his ab- 
sence. He dismounted, and flinging his reins to a peon 
to hold, came toward the house. 

“You return early,” Dolores said. 

“Yes, I forgot a paper which must be carried to a 
gentleman.” Sefior Mercedes paused and regarded his 
niece with an odd stare. “Dolores, in the village this 
morning I heard a rumor which may interest you.” 

“What is it, may I ask?” 

“It concerns your friend, Jack Hamilton,” her uncle 
replied with a sarcastic inflection. 

“Indeed ?” 

“Tt is being said that he knows more of the bandits 
than he would have any one believe.” 

“Why, that’s ridiculous, Uncle Pedro.” 

“According to rumor,” Sefior Mercedes announced 
with satisfaction, “Jack Hamilton himself is the bandit 
who robbed our pack-train!” 

“T don’t believe it, Uncle Pedro! Why, the very 


idea of such a thing is silly!” 
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“You are blind to the young man’s true character.” 

“What proof has any one that the rumor is true?” 
Dolores demanded fiercely. 

“As yet no proof.” 

“T knew it. There is a plot to discredit Jack. He 
would never stoop to theft.” 

“T should like to believe that, my dear. Unfortu- 
nately, I cannot. Already I have evidence that he is a 
thief.” 

“What do you mean?” Dolores cried, her face pale. 

“For days his peons have been stealing our wood.” 

“How do you know?” 

Sefior Mercedes shrugged his shoulders. “His peons 
have been observed in our timber cutting trees and 
taking from the piles already stacked.” 

“Tf it is true, then the wood has been taken without 
Jack’s knowledge. I am sure of it. But who claims to 
have seen this?” 

“My administrador and Juan.” 

“Juan!” Dolores exclaimed, laughing shrilly. “His 
word means nothing. Nothing!” 

“On the contrary, Juan is one of my most trusted 
workers.” 

“He is deceitful. I hate him!” 

Sefior Mercedes shrugged. “Juan and I understand 
one another. But if you discredit his word, then I 
might point out another matter which perhaps you 
have given no thought. Did it ever seem significant 
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that your brooch disappeared while you were at the 
Floating Gardens?” 

“It seemed very strange.” 

“Jack Hamilton was with you upon that day,” Sefior 
Mercedes said, his eyes narrowing. “Why did he fol- 
low you to Mexico City? Then after the jewel dis- 
appeared, why did he immediately return to his 
hacienda?” 

“T think he came because I was,here,” Dolores re- 
plied slowly. 

“You refuse to believe,” Sefior Mercedes sneered. “I 
am willing to wager that the jewel is in his possession 
at the present moment.” 

“T have proof that isn’t true!” Dolores retorted, her 
eyes flashing. 

“You have proof?” her uncle questioned softly. 

“Yes, the brooch is in the National Pawnshop. The 
real thief took it there and obtained thirty-five hundred 
pesos for it.” 

Sefior Mercedes did not speak for an instant. Then 
he demanded harshly: “How do you know?” 

Victoria and Sally who had been unwilling listeners 
to the’ conversation, stepped forward. They explained 
how they had discovered the stolen brooch. Seftor 
Mercedes did not seem especially pleased at the infor- 
mation. 

“This is indeed interesting,’ he said dryly. “You 
are certain that it is the same brooch?” 
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“Oh, yes,” Victoria assured him, “and I agree with 
your niece that Jack Hamilton could not have stolen it.” 

“Your loyalty to him is very amusing, Miss Rand.” 

“It isn’t exactly loyalty,” Victoria replied, growing 
annoyed. “I believe in seeing justice done and I am 
convinced that Jack did not take the pin. It was your 
own servant, Juan!” 

“Juan?” 

“Yes, I did not actually see him steal the brooch, but 
I observed him at the Floating Gardens that day. I 
believe he jostled us in the crowd.” 

“You are mistaken,” Sefior Mercedes said coldly. 
“Juan could not possibly have been at the Gardens.” 

“He was away from the house that day,” Dolores 
interposed. 

“Yes, on a special mission for me. I trust Juan im- 
plicitly. Let us not discuss the matter further.” 

He turned impatiently away, but Dolores caught 
anxiously at his sleeve. 

“Uncle Pedro, this rumor about Jack being the ban- 
dit—surely the villagers do not really believe it?” 

“They do. Feeling against him is steadily mount- 
ing.” 

“But the accusation is so ridiculous. They'll not dare 
to do anything without more proof?” 

“Quien sabe?” Sefior Mercedes shrugged jndiffer- 
ently. He entered the hacienda. 

Sally and Victoria had been stunned at the accusa- 
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tion against Jack Hamilton. Sefior Mercedes’ imper- 
sonal remark carried the impression that should the 
villagers seek revenge upon the American it would be 
no concern of his. They were further disturbed over 
a matter of which Dolores had no knowledge. 

Jack Hamilton would be certain to discover the hid- 
ing place of the Mercedes silver during his enforced 
stay in the hollow wall. If the rumors concerning him 
were true—but the girls would not* permit themselves 
to even think of such a possibility. 

Soon after Sefior Mercedes entered the house, Roger 
returned to the courtyard afoot. 

“What did you do with Jack’s horse?” Victoria whis- 
pered. 

“Tied her to a tree down the road,” the boy an- 
swered. 

The four friends held earnest council. It was unsafe 
to allow Jack to remain long in the hollow wall, yet 
with Sefior Mercedes upon the premises it was equally 
unwise to attempt to free him. 

“Perhaps my uncle will leave soon,” Dolores said 
hopefully. “He spoke of returning to the house for a 
letter.” 

However, for some perverse reason Sefior Mercedes 
did not journey forth again. Dolores and her friends 
grew more uneasy. 

“We'll have to think of some way to get Jack out,” 
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Victoria said at length. “We can’t expect him to stay 
there all day.” 

“If Uncle Pedro should discover him now it would be 
dreadful! I don’t for an instant believe any of those 
things he said. Do you?” 

“No,” said Sally firmly. 

“If Jack had a disguise he might pass through the 
courtyard unnoticed,” Victoria proposed thoughtfully. 
“Perhaps if we could find a peon costume for him—” 

“The very thing!” Dolores cried enthusiastically. “I 
can provide it.” 

“We must be very careful,” Sally declared nervously. 

“Uncle Pedro would not think anything amiss if he 
saw us enter the wall,” Dolores declared. “We could 
take Jack the costume, and then whenever the coast 
was clear he might be able to slip out and get away.” 

Victoria and Sally, thinking of the hidden cache 
inside the wall, shook their heads. They knew that 
should Sefior Mercedes see any one entering the wall 
he would instantly be alarmed. 

“We must try to smuggle the costume to him with- 
out being detected,” Victoria planned. “Couldn’t we 
enter through the chapel?” 

“Yes, if I had the key.” 

“Can you get it, do you think?” 

“TI try.” 

Dolores disappeared into the house. It was fifteen 
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minutes before she returned but she triumphantly bore 
the key. 

Waiting until the courtyard was deserted, the young 
people sauntered casually into the chapel. Once inside 
Dolores unlocked the door connecting with the secret 
passageway. 

“Jack!” she called softly. 

He came in a moment and when the plan was ex- 
plained to him donned the peon costume over his own 
clothes. . 

“T don’t like it,” he declared. “I'd prefer to walk 
out boldly.” 

“Please do as I ask,” Dolores pleaded. “And promise 
me that you will not go to the village within the next 
few days.” 

Jack looked startled and asked why she made such 
a request. 

“T can’t explain. But please promise.” 

“Very well,” the young man smiled. “But I must 
confess I can’t understand such a request.” 

Roger and the girls emerged first from the chapel to 
make certain that the coast was clear, then at their 
signal Jack followed. With a serape thrown half way 
over his face, he crossed the courtyard wihout attract- 
ing attention. Dolores breathed easier after he had 
passed through the gate. 

It struck Victoria as slightly strange that Jack had 
made no reference to the silver which had been hidden 
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inside the wall. She did not believe that he could have 
failed to see it unless the money had been secreted 
somewhere out of sight. 

She was curious to explore the passageway again, 
yet she was discreet enough to realize that it would 
not be a wise thing to do. At least not while Sefior 
Mercedes remained upon the premises. 

“I am worried about Jack,” Dolores confessed. “I 
do not believe any of the accusations against him— 
hut if the villages should pay heed to the rumor they 
might make trouble.” 

“Let’s ride to town and see what’s going on,” Roger 
proposed suddenly. 

The suggestion appealed to Sally and Victoria. 
While Dolores could not accompany the three, she 
was eager to have them make the trip in quest of in- 
formation. 

“Uncle Pedro dislikes Jack,” she mentioned thought- 
fully. “Probably he exaggerated the situation. But I 
must know the truth.” 

She ordered horses and Roger was gratified to see 
that he had been provided with a different mount 
than upon the last occasion. Bidding good-by ta 
Dolores, the three rode away, coming soon to the vil- 
lage which was comprised of a cluster of adobe houses 
and thatched-roof huts. 

Hitching their horses, the young people walked 
down the rough cobble-stone to the main plaza. While 
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Sally paused to barter for a laquered plaque of brilliant 
hue, Victoria and Roger gazed curiously about. 

The plaza was crowded with natives who had gath- 
ered in little groups. They talked and gestured ex- 
citedly. 

“Looks like something has them stirred up,” Roger 
observed in an undertone. 

After Sally had completed her, purchase, they wan- 
dered leisurely about the square, listening to fragments 
of conversation. Several times they caught the word: 
bandito, and one phrase Victoria translated as: “the 
man in the painted mask.” For the most part the sen- 
tences were spoken too swiftly for them to understand, 
yet it was clear that the mysterious bandit who had 
held up the pack-train, was the cause of great excite- 
ment. When they distinctly heard Jack Hamilton’s 
name mentioned they began to be alarmed. 

“Tm afraid Sefior Mercedes spoke the truth,” Sally 
declared. “There does seem to be a feeling against 
Jack Hamilton among the natives.” 

They walked on through the plaza, attracted toward 
a group of men who seemed to be listening to a speaker 
who had rallied them together. Long before they were 
able to see the man’s face they could hear his words. 
They understood enough to gather that he deliberately 
was agitating the natives to take action against Jack 
Hamilton. 
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“I’ve heard that voice before,” Victoria announced as 
they drew nearer. 

Just then the speaker turned and they were able to 
eee his face. It was Juan. 

“Arm yourselves and ride to the Gringo’s hacienda,” 
the peon urged in Spanish. “Sefior Hamilton is the 
man who robbed the pack-train! He is the bandit with 
the painted mask!” 

“Why the lying old reprobate!” Roger muttered 
angrily. “Dll tell him a thing or two!” 

He started forward but Victoria caught his arm, 
pulling him back. 

“No, Roger. It would do no good. We must ride 
as fast as we can to warn Jack of the danger.” 

“Maybe you're right,” the boy agreed. 

They hurried back to their horses, and mounting, 
galloped off toward Jack Hamilton’s hacienda. 

As they rode into the courtyard a few minutes later 
the place seemed deserted, but almost immediately, 
Jack himself came to the door of the house. Observ- 
ing the tense expression on the faces of the three, he 
instantly divined that something was wrong. 

“What is it?” he demanded. 

By this time a number of peons had gathered near- 
by so the three did not reveal what had brought them 
to the hacienda in such haste. 

“We must speak with you alone,” Victoria said. 

“Certainly.” 
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The young man led the way into a small room ad- 
joining the reception salon. 

“Has anything happened to Dolores?” he asked 
quickly when the door had closed. 

“No, she’s all right,” Victoria assured him. “We 
came here to warn you—” 

She halted and an odd expression came over her 
face. Startled, the others followed her gaze and were 
amazed to see that she was staring at an object which 
hung over the mantel. 

It was a painted ceremonial mask, a grotesque 
animal face done in yellow and black and red. 


CHAPTER XVI 
THE PAINTED MASK 


AFTER a moment of stunned silence, Victoria man- 
aged to ask: “Jack, where did you get that mask?” 

The young man seemed surprised at the question. 

“Why, I don’t remember now. I bought it several 
years ago at one of the native markets. Why do you 
stare at it so?” 

“That mask is identical with the one worn by the 
bandit who held up the pack-train,” Victoria answered, 
regarding him steadily. 

The expression of Jack’s face altered only slightly. 
He walked over to the mantel and taking down the 
mask studied it curiously. 

“That’s an odd coincidence,” he said quietly. “Of 
course, the design of this mask must be a fairly com- 
mon one although I have never happened to see an- 
other exactly like it.” 

He started to replace the object above the mantel 
but Sally stopped him by saying quickly: 

“You must destroy that mask, Jack!” 

“Why should I?” 

“Because if anyone should see it here you might be 
regarded with suspicion.” 

157 
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“You think I’d be taken for the bandit?” Jack asked, 
smiling broadly. 

“It’s a serious matter,” Victoria interposed. “Already 
they are saying—” 

“By they I suppose you mean Sefior Mercedes ?” 

“There are others. We came directly from the vil- 
lage. The natives are saying that you are the bandit. 
Of course we don’t believe such a story—not for an 
instant.” ; 

When Jack made no response, Sally said hastily, 
“We came here as quickly as we could to warn you.” 

“IT am very grateful,” the young man said slowly. 
“However, you needn’t be alarmed. This idle talk 
will die down. I shall be able to take care of myself.” 

“You don’t understand,” Victoria said urgently. “It 
is really a serious matter. Juan is trying to induce the 
natives to take action against you.” 

“Juan?” A light flickered over Jack’s tanned face. 
“Oh, now I begin to understand!” 

“You must leave the hacienda and go into hiding,” 
Sally urged. “It is dangerous to remain here.” 

“T shall not run away,” Jack returned grimly. “If 
they want me, I'll be here.” 

“Is there nothing we can say to make you leave?” 
Victoria pleaded. 

“Nothing. But I am grateful to you for warning 
me. Now J shall be prepared.” 

He accompanied Roger and the girls to their horses 
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and as they galloped away remained by the gate, watch- 
ing them until they were out of sight. 

Dolores awaited the young people upon their return 
to the hacienda. She was pathetically eager for news. 
Victoria and Sally told her what the natives in the vil- 
lage were saying but the girl became so distressed that 
they refrained from mentioning the ceremonial mask 
which they had seen at Jack’s hacienda. 

In the privacy of their bedrooms, Victoria and Sally 
discussed the situation. 

“It gave me an unpleasant start seeing that mask 
in Jack’s possession,” Victoria commented. “If anyone 
learns he has it, he is certain to be accused of the 
robbery.” 

“And Jack is so quiet,” Sally added. “Why, he didn’t 
even deny the accusation against him.” 

“T guess he thought it didn’t deserve any recognition. 
But I don’t believe he realizes the danger he faces. If 
Juan succeeds in exciting a mob, anything might 
happen.” 

“I don’t see what we can do, Victoria. We might 
protest to Sefior Mercedes that Juan is trying to cause 
trouble.” 

“It would do no good. Sefior Mercedes hates Jack. 
In fact it has occurred to me that he might have sug- 
gested to Juan the idea of exciting the villagers.” 

Sally nodded. But she said slowly: “I suppose 


160 THE HOLLOW WALL MYSTERY 


Sefior Mercedes thinks he has good reason for being 
suspicious of Jack.” 

“I never believed that Jack’s peons stole wood, at 
least not with his knowledge. However, I admit the 
man has acted strangely at times. Do you remember 
how he made an excuse and rode away that first day 
we visited him at his hacienda?” 

“Yes, he said he had an important appointment. 

And it was that same day—scarcely*a half hour later 
—when the bandits held up the pack-train.” 

“Of course ‘it’s ridiculous to think of him as the 
leader of the raiders,” Victoria said firmly. “It just 
happened that he had an appointment.” 

“Do you realize that day after tomorrow is Mon- 
day?” Sally mentioned suddenly. “Sefior Ramon will 
be returning and we'll go back to Mexico.” 

‘Tll hate to leave just when things are so exciting. 
I have a feeling that matters may reach a climax with- 
in a very short while.” 

Victoria arose and since the room had grown dark, 
lighted a candle. In the act of extinguishing the match, 
she was startled to hear pounding hoofbeats on the road 
leading to the hacienda. 

Before either of the girls could dart to the window 
three shots were fired in rapid succession. 

“What was that?” Victoria cried. 

She and Sally reached the little iron balcony in time 
to see five horsemen gallop up to the gate. Only one 
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peon stood guard and he was easily overpowered. The 
leader of the men, a painted mask over his face, swung 
into the courtyard, brandishing his revolver. 

“Bandits!” went up the cry. “Bandits!” 

Sefior Mercedes came running from the hacienda. 
He instantly was covered. 

“Why do you harass me?” Sefior Mercedes moaned, 
wringing his hands. “Is it not enough that you stole 
my silver?” 

“Up with your hands,” commanded the leader 
sharply. 

Sefior Mercedes slowly raised his arms above his 
head. 

“Tie him up,” was the next curt command. 

Two bandits quickly dismounted and with a few 
deft loops and knots, bound the man hand and foot. 

Sefior Mercedes offered no resistance, but he kept up 
a running fire of angry words. 

“You shall regret this outrage!” he snapped. 

“A barking cur does not bite, Sefior.” 

“You and your pack of wolves will pay dearly for 
this, mark my word.” 

“Does a wolf fear a sheep?” the bandit leader re- 
torted. “Sefior, you are amusing. Men, lay him against 
yonder wall and get on with the night’s business.” 

The owner of the hacienda was dragged roughly 
across the courtyard. Then to the horror of Sally and 
Victoria who were watching from above, the bandits 
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went directly to the secret opening in the hollow wall. 
The leader indicated a slab and two of his men lifted 
it out, revealing the entrance to the passageway. 

“How did the bandits learn of that?” Sally whis- 
pered. “Only the administrador and Jack Hamilton 
knew of the hiding place!” 

Sefior Mercedes moaned in mental anguish as he 
saw two of the bandits enter the wall. In three minutes’ 
time they emerged bearing the bag of silver. The lead- 
er swung it over the pommel of his saddle, bowed mock- 
ingly to Sefior Mercedes, and firing a shot into the air, 
rode away with his four companions. However, as his 
horse galloped out of the courtyard, Victoria observed 
something white flutter to the ground. 

“He dropped something!” she exclaimed. 

The girls raced to the lower floor where they quickly 
untied Sefior Mercedes. 

“My silver! It is gone!” he moaned. “I am ruined! 
Ruined!” 

Dolores and Roger came running from the house, 
and many peons gathered about Sefior Mercedes. The 
latter began to lament as they realized that the money 
which was to have been used to pay wages had been 
stolen for the second time. 

“How did those fiends learn that the silver was 
hidden inside the wall?” Sefior Mercedes muttered 
angrily. “Someone has revealed my secret.” 
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“You hid the silver inside the passageway?” Dolores 
asked blankly. 

“Certainly, for safe keeping,” her uncle snapped im- 
patiently. “I alone knew that the money was hidden 
in the wall.” 

“You ‘and your administrador,” Victoria corrected. 

Sefior Mercedes turned toward her, his eyes flashing. 
“You are well informed, Miss Rand.” 

“Sally and I saw him help you hide the silver,” Vic- 
toria answered evenly. 

“Ah! Then perhaps that explains how the secret 
was revealed.” 

“Tt explains nothing except that others may have 
made the same observation.” 

During the conversation Roger had mounted the 
wall to watch the retreating bandits. As Sefior Mer- 
cedes did not issue the order to start in pursuit, the boy 
spoke impatiently: 

“Say, why not saddle up and take after those men? 
There’s still a chance to catch them.” 

“Tt is useless,’ Sefior Mercedes said resignedly. 
“They ride like the wind. My poor horsemen would 
soon be outdistanced.” 

Roger and Victoria exchanged a look of disgust at 
such an attitude. The boy was about to speak again, 
when his sister shook her head at him. He took the 
hint and remained silent. 

Sefior Mercedes walked slowly across the courtyard, 
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his eyes fixed on the ground. Suddenly he paused. 

“Ah! What is this?” 

He bent down and picked up a small square of white 
cloth which Sally and Victoria had seen the bandit 
drop as he rode away. In the excitement of freeing 
Sefior Mercedes they had temporarily forgotten. 

“A handkerchief!” the hacienda owner commented 
in satisfaction. 

The others gathered about him as he examined the 
piece of linen. 

“The bandit leader dropped it,” Sally declared. “Is 
that an initial embroidered in one corner?” 

“It seems to be,” Sefior Mercedes agreed with keen 
interest. He handed the handkerchief to Dolores. “My 
dear, can you tell what it is?” 

Dolores stared at the bit of linen and a flush dark- 
ened her cheeks. Not a word did she speak. 

“Well, are you afraid to answer?” Sefior Mercedes 
demanded harshly. Snatching the handkerchief from 
her he held it up for all to see. “The initials are ‘J. H.’” 

A stunned silence greeted the announcement. 

“J, H.’” Sefior Mercedes repeated, his voice ringing 
with satisfaction. “I have always suspected it and now 
I have the proof. The bandit with the painted mask 
is none other than Jack Hamilton!” 


CHAPTER XVII 
AN IMPORTANT CLUE 


“I—I can’t believe it,’ Dolores murmured brokenly. 
“Jack couldn’t be the bandit.” 

Her uncle smiled coldly. 

“You have always refused to accept the truth re- 
garding that young scamp, my dear. Unfortunately, 
we now have proof of his duplicity.” 

Roger, Sally and Victoria were stunned at the evi- 
dence against the young man. They too found it dif_- 
cult to acknowledge that Jack could be guilty. How- 
ever, the handkerchief bearing his initials, was very 
damaging. 

A troubled frown came over Victoria’s face as she 
rapidly reviewed events leading up to the two raids. 
Jack’s unexpected “appointment”, his apparent interest 
in the time of the pack-train’s arrival at the hacienda, 
then his visit with Dolores which resulted in an en- 
forced stay inside the hollow wall, and finally the 
appearance of the painted mask in his home, all tended 
to confirm Sefior Mercedes’ accusation. 

“May I see that handkerchief?” she asked unex- 
pectedly. 
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“Certainly.” Sefior Mercedes offered it to her. 

Victoria inspected it carefully. Sally, glancing curi- 
ously at her chum, was surprised to see an odd expres 
sion flicker over the girl’s face. It was gone in an 
instant. 

“I will trouble you for the handkerchief,” Sefior 
Mercedes said when Victoria failed to return it. “I 
shall take it to the authorities and demand the arrest 
of Sefior Hamilton.” 

“Oh, Uncle Pedro, please don’t do that!” Dolores 
pleaded. “Jack can’t be guilty! This handkerchief 
isn’t sufficient proof.” 

“Must I strip off his silly mask before you will be- 
lieve? This man has robbed me twice. Unless I re- 
cover the silver I am ruined, for I borrowed heavily 
to cover this last shipment of money. And you would 
have me delay while he escapes!” 

Sefior Mercedes turned his back upon the young 
people and ordered that a horse be saddled for his use. 
A few minutes later he mounted and rode away. 

Dolores could not keep back her tears. To hide her 
distress she ran into the hacienda. 

“Poor kid,” Roger commented with a sigh. “I feel 
mighty sorry for her. Jack’s sure in a nice predicament 
now.” 

Sally who had been staring at a bit of white in Vic- 
toria’s hand, suddenly burst out: 
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“Why, Vic, you never gave Sefior Mercedes back the 
handkerchief!” 

“I know. He asked me for it and then he forgot all 
about it when he started talking with Dolores again. 
I kept it on purpose.” 

“Sefior Mercedes will be terribly angry when he dis- 
covers he went off without it,” Sally chuckled. Then 
her face sobered. “Maybe you shouldn’t have kept it, 
Vic. If Jack is really guilty, we do wrong to protect 
him.” 

“JT don’t believe he is the bandit.” 

“You say that so positively. The fact remains that 
only Jack and the administrador knew about the silver 
being hidden in the wall.” 

“T think it was the administrador who did it,” Roger 
insisted. “I never did like that guy.” 

Victoria regarded her companions soberly: “We 
can’t let our feelings enter into this. We must consider 
the matter strictly from the standpoint of evidence.” 

“In that case,” Sally said, “Jack must be the leader 
of the bandits, for certainly all of the evidence is against 
him.” 

“Not all of it.” 

“Say, Vic, do you know something we don’t?” Roger 
demanded keenly. 

Victoria smiled and held up the handkerchief. 
“Take a good look at this and give me your opinion,” 
she invited. 
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The two examined it without making any startling 
discovery. 

“It’s just an ordinary man’s handkerchief with two 
initials,” Sally declared. “The owner evidently likes 
perfume.” 

“That’s just the point!” Victoria cried triumphantly, 
“What kind of perfume?” 

Sally raised the handkerchief to sniff at it. “Vanilla,” 
she announced. : 

Victoria nodded in satisfaction. “Did you ever notice 
that Jack used the scent? Or any perfume for thar 
matter?” 

“Why, no,” Sally answered, “the only person I ever 
met who carries the odor of vanilla on his clothes is 
Sefior Mercedes.” 

Light had begun to dawn upon Roger. “You think 
this handkerchief never belonged to Jack? How do 
you explain the initials?” 

“They easily could have been embroidered on any 
handkerchief. In fact, if you’ll notice, the linen seems 
quite old while the thread used in the embroidery 
apparently is so new it has never even been laundered.” 

“You're right!” Sally exclaimed excitedly. “It does 
look as if someone marked the handkerchief to throw 
suspicion on Jack.” 

“That someone was Sefior Mercedes,” Victoria said 
with conviction. “He has always tried to discredit 
Jack. I believe that he had the initials embroidered 


AN IMPORTANT CLUE 169 


on the handkerchief, then gave himself away by carry- 
ing it around on his own person for a few days. The 
linen took on the vanilla scent.” 

“Just a minute,’ Roger interposed skeptically. 
“You're saying that Sefior Mercedes deliberately plant- 
ed the handkerchief to throw suspicion on Jack?” 

“That’s my theory—yes.” 

“Well, it won’t hold water. You and Sally said that 
you saw the bandit drop the handkerchief.” 

“Yes, that’s true.” 

“Then how could Sefior Mercedes have done it?” 

“He couldn’t, of course. Probably he hired the 
bandit to do it.” 

Roger and Sally both had been impressed by Vic- 
toria’s reasoning up to this point, but when she con- 
tended that Sefior Mercedes had employed the bandit 
to drop the handkerchief, they openly jeered. 

“That’s silly, Vic,” Roger declared. “You must think 
Sefior Mercedes and the bandits are good pals. You 
forget that those raiders just relieved him of a small 
fortune in silver coin.” 

“No, I didn’t forget.” 

“I can’t see your point at all,” Sally added. “I don’t 
believe Sefior Mercedes could have any connection with 
the bandits at all. It’s possible he might want to plant 
evidence against Jack, but surely he wouldn’t invite the 
bandits to come here and help themselves to his silver.” 

“That is the weak spot in my theory,” Victoria ad- 
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mitted reluctantly. “I can’t think of any reason why 
Sefior Mercedes should want to steal from himself.” 

“I guess not!” Roger chuckled. “Vic, that’s a pretty 
dumb theory.” 

“Then you offer a better one,” his sister challenged, 

The three discussed the situation for some time but 
while they were all agreed that the handkerchief had 
never belonged to Jack Hamilton, Roger and Sally 
would not believe that Sefior Mercédes had been re- 
sponsible for its appearance at the scene of the robbery. 

“Maybe the bandit just happened to have the same 
initials,” Sally suggested thoughtfully. 

“That doesn’t explain the vanilla scent or why new 
embroidery was attached to an old handkerchief,” Vic- 
toria announced, starting toward the house. “fT still 
stick to my original theory. And I may prove it tool” 

Sally followed her chum inside. The girls found 
Dolores in the patio crying. They did their best to 
comfort her. 

“Don’t feel so badly,” Sally said kindly. “Jack 
should be able to prove his innocence.” 

“He'll be arrested. I know it. My uncle has great 
influence and will use it to bring disgrace upon Jack. 
And there’s nothing we can do to save him. Nothing!” 

“T doubt that the authorities will arrest him without 
more evidence,” Victoria commented. 

“But the handkerchief—” 

“Your uncle went away without it,” Victoria smiled. 


AN IMPORTANT CLUE 171 


“Perhaps when he returns ll have forgotten what I 
did with it.” 

Dolores relaxed slightly from her tense attitude. 
“You are both a great comfort to me,” she said grate- 
fully. “I shall always remember your kindness.” 

After a little the girl excused herself and went to her 
own room, leaving Victoria and Sally alone in the 
patio. The girls mounted the ancient stone stairway 
to the roof where they could sit in the moonlight and 
talk without being overheard. 

“We simply must do something to help Dolores,” 
Victoria declared. “The poor girl is dreadfully upset. 
If Jack is arrested she'll go completely to pieces.” 

“What can we do? We've already warned Jack 
of his danger. He ought to go into hiding.” 

Victoria shook her head. “That would be the worst 
possible thing. It would point definitely to his guilt.” 

“Do you mean to keep the handkerchief when Sefior 
Mercedes demands it?” 

“T haven’t decided.” 

Sally indicated a horseman who was coming toward 
the hacienda. “You'll have to make up your mind 
pretty soon, Vic. Here he comes now.” 

“Let’s disappear then.” 

They went quickly down the stone steps to the patio 
and then climbed another flight which led to the second 
story of the house. They closed themselves into their 
bedroom. 


172 THE HOLLOW WALL MYSTERY 


Sefior Mercedes galloped into the courtyard, and 
Victoria, who watched cautiously from the window, 
smiled as she remarked upon the man’s angry expres- 
sion. 

“He’s very provoked, Sally.” 

They heard Sefior Mercedes enter the house. Five 
minutes later there came a sharp rap on the bedroom 
door. Sally glanced questioningly at Victoria who 
shook her head negatively. : 

They stood motionless, waiting. Sefior Mercedes 
knocked several times and they heard him muttering to 
himself. Then the man went back down the stairs and 
reappeared in the courtyard. He called for his horse 
and a peon led it to the door. 

“Inform my niece that in all probability I may not 
return tonight,” he directed stiffly. 

“Where is he going now, do you suppose?” Sally 
whispered. 

“T wonder.” 

Victoria stood lost in thought for a moment, then 
suddenly she turned from the window, her face ani- 
mated. 

“Sally, let’s follow him.” 

“Do we dare?” 

“Of course. Come on!” 

Victoria caught her chum’s hand and fairly dragged 
her downstairs. The courtyard was deserted for Sefior 
Mercedes had traveled some distance down the road. 
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At the stable the girls succeeded in making the peon 
who was in charge understand that they wished their 
horses saddled. 

“Roger might like to go with as,” Victoria said as 
they mounted. “I wonder what became of him?” 

The boy was not in sight and there was no time to 
search for him. Already Sefior Mercedes had gained 
a good start. 

The girls swung down the road in pursuit but the 
hacienda owner rode an Arabian steed and the distance 
between them did not decrease appreciably. Sefior 
Mercedes had taken the road leading to the nearest 
village. 

He drew up at the main plaza which was illuminat- 
ed with the glare from many flaming torches, and as 
Victoria and Sally cantered up, was engaged in deep 
conversation with a peon. 

The girls halted some distance away for they did not 
wish to be recognized. Although they were not close 
enough to hear the conversation between the two men 
they could see distinctly. 

The peon was Sefior Mercedes’ servant, Juan. 

Victoria smiled in satisfaction for the scene con- 
firmed her suspicion that the master of the hacienda was 
fully aware that his servant had been endeavoring to 
stir up ill feeling against Jack Hamilton among the 
villagers. 
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The two men conversed for some minutes together, 
then Juan disappeared into the throng which had gath- 
ered on the plaza. 

Sefior Mercedes did not immediately ride away. He 
seemed lost in meditation. Then, after awhile he took 
from his pocket a wallet which contained a number of 
small papers. The girls saw him examining the items 
separately. . 

He selected one of the papers, studied it carefully 
for a moment and after tearing it into several pieces, 
scattered them in the street. He then spurred his horse 
and rode away. 

“Shall we follow?” Sally questioned her companion. 

“Yes, but first let’s see what it was he just dropped.” 

Leading their horses they hurried forward and 
picked up the torn scraps of paper. Victoria fitted them 
together. 


“A pawnticket!” she exclaimed. “And, Sally, look at 
the number—it’s the same one we noted down at the 
National Pawnshop!” 

“Then Sefior Mercedes must have secured a loan on 
Dolores’ brooch!” Salley cried in amazement. “Why, 
it’s almost unbelievable!” 

“Juan probably snatched the pin at the Floating 
Gardens just as I thought—possibly he did it at the 
Sefior’s orders. At any rate, Juan must have turned 
the pawnticket over to Don Pedro.” 
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“How do you account for such actions? Why should 
Don Pedro rob his own niece?” 

“I have no idea, Sally. But it’s evident that some- 
thing is wrong.” Victoria urged her horse into a trot. 
“Come on, let’s follow and see where he goes.” 


CHAPTER XVII 
AN AMAZING DISCOVERY 


Leavinc the village, the girls soon caught sight of 
Sefior Mercedes riding swiftly in the direction of his 
hacienda. They were inclined to think that he was 
returning home, but as the man approached the giant 
organ cactus he turned off into the same rocky trail 
which the bandits had taken after robbing the pack- 
train. 

Not wishing to be observed, Victoria and Sally 
dropped farther behind. After they had permitted 
Sefior Mercedes to gain considerable distance, they too 
took the trail leading upward into the hills. 

Apparently Sefior Mercedes had no suspicion that 
he was being followed for he did not glance back. 
However, when the hacienda owner stopped to rest 
his horse, the girls were quick to do the same, fearing 
lest the sound of hoofbeats should reveal their presence 
on the trail. 

“I wonder where he is leading us,” Sally mused 
anxiously. “We may have a long, hard ride for no 
purpose.” 


“T think not,” Victoria responded. “If my suspicions 
176 
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are correct, this will turn out to be a most profitable 
night for us.” 

The climb was a slow, tedious one, for the trail 
wound around rugged cliffs and ascended at a steep 
angle. Presently, the girls dismounted and led their 
horses to the summit. There they paused to rest and 
watch Sefior Mercedes who was just disappearing be- 
yond a bend in the trail on the opposite side of the hill. 

After allowing him a few minutes’ start, Victoria 
and Sally swung back into their saddles. They trotted 
down the steep incline and soon were swallowed up 
by a growth of forest far more dense than anything 
they had yet seen. At a bend in the trail they looked 
down into the valley to see a gray veil of fog arising. 
The mountain air had grown uncomfortably cold. 

Riding single file with Victoria in the lead, the girls 
followed a trail so narrow that when they rounded a 
cliff it was necessary to graze the rock. At such points 
they avoided looking down and tried not to think what 
would happen should their mounts chance to stumble. 

Presently they came to a level spot where they 
discovered Sefior Mercedes’ horse tied to a tree. The 
girls halted and slid down from their saddles. Sally 
stumbled a step or two when she tried to walk for her 
limbs had grown cramped. 

The tied their horses some distance away and stood 
motionless listening. They imagined that they could 
hear a faint crackling in the underbrush. Following 
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the clue, they moved along a dim path which led 
deeper into the forest. 

Shining faintly through the trees was a guiding 
gleam of light. 

“That must be where Sefior Mercedes went,” Sally 
whispered. 

Stealthily they crept forward. They were close 
enough now to see that the light came from the flare 
of a pine torch which flickered at the ‘entrance of a 
cave. Inside were five men squatted in a semi circle 
around a fire which had been built on the rock floor. 
A pot of vegetables and meat hung from an iron 
bracket, giving forth a pleasing aroma as one of the 
men stirred it with a stick. 

“The bandits!” Victoria exclaimed in a hushed un- 
dertone. “And our friend, Don Pedro has come to 
confer with them!” 

One of the men, evidently the leader, was listening 
attentively to the words of Sefior Mercedes. He kept 
nodding his head as he chewed absently at a hunk of 
bread. In build the man was not unlike Jack Hamil- 
ton for he was tall and thin, but there the resemblance 
ended. His black hair was unkempt, his face was 
scarred and had not been shaved in many days; two 
fang-like teeth protruded when he opened his lips. 

Victoria and Sally were overcome with curiosity. 
They must learn what the men were saying. Cau- 
tiously they crept closer. 
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In their hiding place in a clump of bushes Sefior 
Mercedes’ voice reached the girls distinctly. They 
heard him say: 

“You have done well, Carlos, and I am pleased. You 
have the silver where it will be safe?” 

“It is here in the cave,” the leader of the bandits 
responded gruffly. 

“Where have you hidden the bags, Carlos?” 

The bandit leader smiled cunningly. 

“The silver is well hidden. Even the honorable 
Sefior could not find it should I choose to withhold 
the secret.” 

“Why you thieving rascal! You ingrate—” 

“Your tongue, Sefior, has a loose way of wagging. 
Carlos is quite willing to keep his agreement. My men 
are poor but brave. They have risked their lives to 
carry out your instructions and the pay has been so 
meager.” 

“I have paid you thrice what the task was worth.” 

“The Sefior is very rich.” 

Don Pedro’s face darkened with rage, but he held 
his voice steady as he asked: 

“How much do you demand?” 

“We demand nothing, Sefior,” the bandit leader 
smiled. “Should you see the wisdom of bestowing 
upon us a more suitable sum—” 

“I will give you each a hundred pesos. I have already 
paid you too much.” 
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The bandit leader laughed. 

“Five hundred,” Sefior Mercedes said hastily. 

The men who were grouped about the fire made 
unpleasant sounds and one of them spat in disgust. 

“A thousand pesos,” Sefior Mercedes offered desper- 
ately. “Is not that enough? Then make it fifteen 
hundred but not a centavo more. You are robbing 
me!” 

“Was not that what you hired us to do? Your offer 
of fifteen hundred pesos each will be most acceptable, 
Sefior, and for your generosity we will stage one more 
raid as you requested.” 

“Tt must come day after tomorrow, if at all, Carlos, 
That will give me time to sell some of the best horses 
and stock. The money will be in my desk.” 

“Si. Sefior, we will find it.” 

“T will see that the gate is left unguarded during the 
early hours of the afternoon. Shall we say two o'clock? 

“As you wish, Sefior.” 

“You understand that all the silver is to be delivered 
back to me as soon as it is safe to do so?” 

“Certainly, Sefior.” 

“And I can trust you to keep your agreement?” 

“Most assuredly,” the bandit leader returned in an 
offended. tone. “We are honest men.” 

Sefior Mercedes smiled unpleasantly. “I am confi- 
dent you will not fail,” he said, “for to do so would 
mean a forfeit of your lives. Adios.” 
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In the doorway of the cave, the hacienda owner 
halted for'a final word. 

“Tn the last hour it may be necessary for me to alter 
my plans. If so, I shall leave instructions under the 
three-cornered stone at the end of the trail.” 

“By the giant cactus, Sefior?” 

“Yes.” 

The two men shook hands and parted. Sefior Mer- 
cedes walked rapidly back toward the tree where he 
had tied his horse. 

Sally and Victoria were bewildered at what they 
had heard. Although it was clear to them that the 
hacienda owner had employed the bandits to rob the 
pack-train and to steal the bag of silver from the hollow 
wall, they were at a loss to explain such strange action. 
What motive could Sefior Mercedes have for raiding 
his own property? The plot seemed fantastic. 

“We've seen enough to prove that Jack isn’t guilty,” 
Sally whispered. “Let’s ride as quickly as we can to 
the village and tell the authorities.” 

Even as she made the suggestion the girls were 
horrified to hear one of their horses which had been 
tethered nearby, give a loud neigh. It was answered 
with a nervous whinny from the other pony. 

Fearful lest the sound betray their presence near the 
bandit camp, Sally and Victoria crouched low in the 


bushes. 
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The heard the bandit leader say sharply: “What 
was that?” 

With revolver drawn he came to the opening of 
the cave and peered out. 

“Take a look around,” he ordered two of his men, 

The girls huddled motionless in the bushes. An 
angry shout from the direction of the trail told them 
that their horses had been discovered. They tried to 
steal deeper into the woods, but Sally’s dress caught 
on a thorny branch. Slight as was the disturbance, 
the bandit leader’s attention was instantly drawn in 
that direction. 

“Quien va?” he called tersely. “Who goes there?” 

In panic, Sally and Victoria began to run. It was a 
foolish act. A bullet whizzed over their heads, burying 
itself in a tree trunk. 

Sally stumbled over a vine and fell flat on the ground. 
Before Victoria could help her to her feet, they were 
surrounded by bandits. 

“Two sefioritas,” the leader observed, looking re- 
lieved. “And very pretty at that. Bring them to the 
light.” . 

The girls were led to the cave where they faced their 
captors with as innocent an air as possible. However, 
it was useless to pretend that they did not know they 
were in the hands of bandits for as the glare of the 
pine torch fell full upon them, a look of recognition 
came over the leader’s scarred face. 
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“Ah! I remember! We met last in the shadow of 
the giant organ cactus. There were three then. The 
young sefior, where is he?” 

“1 don’t know,” Victoria answered truthfully. “He 
didn’t come with us.” 

Despite her words, two of the bandits absented them- 
selves from the cave to search for Roger. They feared 
that he might be hiding somewhere in the vicinity. 
After a few minutes they returned to report that’ no 
one had been found. 

“The American sefioritas are very kind to honor this 
humble habitation with a visit,” the leader said mock- 
ingly to the girls. 

“We have done no harm,” Sally said earnestly. 
“May we not go free?” 

The bandit leader smilingly shook his head. De- 
spite his velvety manner, he knew that the girls had 
been listening to the conversation which had transpired 
between himself and. Sefior Mercedes. 

“T regret the necessity of compelling you to remain,” 
he said. “You may have the freedom of the cave. But 
I warn you, any attempt at escape will prove useless.” 

The girls sat down on a dirty blanket in one corner 
of the room. The bandits seemingly paid little atten- 
tion to their captives but busied themselves cooking 
the evening meal. Presently they ladled out pans of 
meat and vegetables, offering Sally and Victoria a 
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share. The girls did not accept although they were 
hungry. 

They had ample time to survey their surroundings, 
Save for a crude wooden table, the cave was bare of 
furniture. Several saddles were piled in one corner 
of the room and Victoria’s attention immediately was 
attracted to a painted mask which had been tossed 
carelessly on the floor. It was identical with the one 
she and Sally had seen at Jack Hatmilton’s hacienda. 

Later when the bandits were amusing themselves 
with cards, she walked over and picked it up. The 
leader watched her narrowly. 

“A very unusual mask, Sefior,” Victoria commented. 

“Upon the contrary, a very common one,” the bandit 
corrected carelessly. “A gift from a Spanish gentle- 
man. I wear it not from choice but because it pleases 
his fancy.” 

Victoria laid the mask aside and returned to sit be- 
side Sally. She had gained another bit of evidence 
against Sefior Mercedes. Not that it mattered. In her 
present situation, she would never be able to use it. 

The yawning mouth of the cave beckoned invitingly. 
Although the bandits sat between the girls and the 
exit, they seemed completely engrossed in their card 
playing. Victoria and Sally began to speculate upon 
their chance to effect an escape. They conveyed their 
thoughts by significant looks and facial movements, 
avoiding whispering lest the men grow suspicious. 
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At length it seemed to Victoria that the time was 
ripe for the daring attempt to regain freedom. She 
squeezed her chum’s hand as a signal and together 
they made a wild dash for the opening. 

The girls had not realized that beneath an attitude 
of careless indifference, the bandit leader was vigilantly 
alert. Like a cat, the man sprang to his feet. 

He caught Victoria by the wrist, flinging her back 
against the wall. A second bandit trapped Sally be- 
fore she reached the door. 

“So!” The leader of the band said sternly. “You 
do not heed my warning?” 

“Let me go,” Victoria cried as he held her arm so 
tightly that it ached. His grip was so strong that she 
was powerless to jerk free. He laughed at her futile 
efforts. 

“Tie her up,” he commanded. “And the other as 
well. They have asked for it.” 

The girls were bound hand and foot and thrust into 
a small, adjoining room of the cave. It was damp 
and without a light, save for the torch which the bandit 
leader held aloft. 

He stood gazing down at the two helpless captives. 

“Pleasant dreams,” he said softly and went back to 
his game of cards. 

Victoria and Sally were left alone in the dark 
chamber. 


CHAPTER XIX 
INSIDE THE CAVE 


Aut night long the card playing went on in the ad- 
joining room of the cave. Toward morning Victoria 
and Sally were temporarily relieved of physical dis- 
comfort as they dozed off into restless slumber. When 
they awoke it was morning and the bandit leader stood 
gazing down upon them. 

He bent to remove the ropes which fastened their 
wrists. Sally and Victoria became hopeful of release 
but it was not tobe. They were freed only long enough 
to eat. 

The girls were very hungry and managed to choke 
down the pan of unpalatable food which the bandits 
offered. However, they were grateful for a jug of cool 
spring water and drank thirstily. 

After permitting Sally and Victoria to walk up and 
down a few times to start circulation in their cramped 
limbs, the bandit ordered them tied up again. 

“What do they intend to do with us, do you think?” 
Sally asked her companion after the men had left them 
alone. 

“I’m past the stage where I can think, Sally. I’ve 


become a mere vegetable.” 
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“We may be able to escape yet, Vic. Don’t feel so 
downhearted.” 

Victoria forced a smile but she said wearily: “These 
bandits know how to tie knots. We'll be here until 
they’re ready to release us—if that time ever comes.” 

The girls had worn themselves out and bruised their 
wrists trying to loosen their bonds. Their efforts were 
useless. 

Neither of them had the slightest hope of a rescue. 
They had told no one where they were going when 
they left the hacienda and save for Dolores and Roger 
no one would even care that they were missing. 

As the day wore on they lost all track of time, falling 
into a lethargy from which they aroused themselves 
only occasionally. At intervals they were given food 
and water and permitted to walk about in their little 
prison. The bandits were not cruel but neither were 
they kind. 

Victoria felt even more discouraged than Sally be- 
cause she blamed herself for their present situation. 
She had proposed that they follow Sefior Mercedes into 
the hills. The attempt to trail the hacienda owner had 
been a reckless one. Victoria had not stopped to con- 
sider the possible danger. 

From the time she had gained possession of the 
handkerchief bearing Jack Hamilton’s initials she had 
suspected that Sefior Mercedes was involved. in dis- 
honorable dealings. Now she had secured the proof 
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she required but at a very dear cost. The knowledge 
was worthless unless she were free to use it. 

“T believe the bandits must have gone away,” Sally 
remarked after awhile, breaking in upon her com- 
panion’s unpleasant thoughts. “The cave is so quiet.” 

The two listened attentively. They heard no sound 
in the adjoining room. The realization that they were 
alone inspired them to make another attempt to free 
themselves from their ropes. 

“Sh!” Sally warned suddenly. 

There was a movement in the outside chamber of 
the cave. Someone was coming. A figure appeared 
in the entrance way. 

“Roger!” Victoria cried. 

“Not so loud,” the boy warned, darting across the 
room. “Those bandits may be back here any minute. 
We've got to get away.” 

He slashed his sister’s fetters and while she was 
struggling to her feet, freed Sally. The girls walked 
with difficulty and Roger helped them to the exit. 
They peered cautiously forth. No one was in sight 
and all the horses were gone. 

“How did you find us?” Victoria asked her brother 
as he rushed them away from the cave. 

“Followed you yesterday when you left the haci- 
enda,” he explained briefly. 

“Yesterday ?” 

“ve been hanging around outside the cave all night 
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waiting for a chance to free you girls. I would have 
gone for help only I was afraid while I was away the 
bandits might take it into their heads to move to a 
different hide-out.” 

“We were just about in despair when you came,” 
Sally said tremulously. 

“You were sensible to wait until the coast was clear,” 
Victoria praised the boy. “Oh, Roger, I guess I’ve said 
some unkind things to you at times but I take them all 
back. You’re the most marvelous brother a girl ever 
had.” 

Roger looked pleased at the praise but he was too 
worried to give it much thought. He was intent only 
upon escaping from the neighborhood of the bandit 
cave. 

Sally and Victoria led the way to the spot where 
their horses had been tethered. The animals were 
gone. 

“You girls will have to ride my horse double,” Roger 
said, “Tll walk.” 

They protested at the arrangement but quickly re- 
alized that it was the only possibility. Both were 
weary and exhausted from their imprisonment and 
could not have traveled a half mile afoot. 

Roger helped them to mount and walked ahead, 
leading the horse. Gradually, as the girls recovered 
from the shock of their recent experience, they related 
all that had transpired at the cave, revealing Sefior 
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Mercedes’ connections with the bandits. However, the 
boy already had an inkling of the situation for in com- 
ing up the mountain the previous evening he had 
pulled his horse into the bushes. barely in time to avoid 
meeting the hacienda owner who was returning to 
the valley. 

When they had put a mile between themselves and 
the bandit cave, the three halted at a roadside spring 
to rest. The girls bathed their faces and tried to make 
themselves look slightly more presentable. 

Relaxing in the shade, they talked of what should 
be done when they reached the valley. Obviously, 
their first duty was to report to the authorities and 
demand the arrest of Sefior Mercedes. 

“We may have trouble convincing anyone of the 
man’s guilt,” Sally commented. “If I hadn’t seen him 
talking with those bandits, I’d never believe it myself. 
Why should he steal from himself? It doesn’t seem 
logical.” 

“T suspect he has a good enough reason if only we 
can discover what it is,” Victoria answered slowly. 

She was about to say more when Roger: who was 
eager to escape from the mountains, suggested that 
they should be starting on again. The afternoon al- 
ready was well advanced and long shadows fell across 
the trail. Progress was painfully slow. 

Night descended before the three reached the main 
highway. They trudged wearily on to the village and 
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upon inquiry learned where they might present their 
complaint. Since the young people spoke only a little 
Spanish and the official only a little English, it was 
not easy to tell their story. When they finally succeed- 
ed in making themselves clear, the man did not seem 
greatly impressed. They could not tell if he meant 
to act upon the information. 

“Let’s get Jack Hamilton!” Roger proposed as they 
emerged upon the street again. “He'll make this mud- 
head understand.” 

At the young American’s hacienda they were des- 
tined to receive discouraging news. Driving into the 
courtyard they saw immediately that something was 
wrong for the faces of the peons were downcast and 
a native woman was weeping. 

In response to their inquiry for Jack, they learned 
what had happened. That afternoon the young man 
had been arrested and taken off to jail, accused of being 
the leader of the bandit band. 

“Everything is in a dreadful muddle,” Sally said 
anxiously. “We'll just have to make that official be- 
lieve our story now.” 

Wearily they returned to the village and after secur- 
ing an interpreter again presented themselves before 
the official. When his own countryman propounded 
the evidence, the man seemed more impressed. 

“Tell him that the raid is to be staged tomorrow at 
two o'clock,” Victoria commanded the interpreter. “If 
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he will have his men at Sefior Mercedes’ hacienda 
at that hour it should be possible to capture all the 
bandits.” 

The message was repeated, and while it was evident 
that the official still doubted, he promised to do as the 
young people requested. Yet when they begged him 
to secure Jack Hamilton’s release from jail, he smiling- 
ly declined. 

“Tomorrow at two my men will appear at Sefior 
Mercedes’ hacienda,” he announced. “Then if the 
bandits come as you say, we free Sefior Hamilton.” 

Roger and the girls went away hopeful that the 
following day would see their friend released. Having 
no desire to return that night to the Mercedes hacienda 
they secured lodging at a modest village hotel. Their 
rooms were pleasant enough but the beds were hard 
and there was no running water. The young people 
were too weary to care. 

Morning found the girls greatly refreshed. They 
joined Roger at the breakfast table and by pooling 
their resources discovered that they had enough money 
not only to pay their bills but to engage horses to take 
them to the Mercedes’ hacienda. 

Before leaving the village they called again upon 
the official with whom they had talked the previous 
evening, to make certain that he would not fail them. 

“Two o'clock,” the man repeated. “My men will 
be there.” 
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En route to the Mercedes’ hacienda, Roger and the 
girls came within sight of the giant organ cactus which 
had marked the sight of the first raid. Simultaneously, 
Sally and Victoria recalled something which they had 
heard Sefior Mercedes tell the bandit leader. 

“Final instructions were to be placed under a three- 
cornered stone near the organ cactus!” Victoria 
recollected. “Let’s see if we can find the orders.” 

They dismounted and searched the ground in the 
vicinity of the road. Although there were many stones 
none of them seemed to fit the description. 

“I don’t believe the message would be placed close 
to the highway,” Sally said doubtfully. “Someone 
might find it. Ill hunt farther back along the trail.” 

She vanished among the bushes. A few minutes 
later her excited cry drew Roger and Victoria to the 
scene. 

“Here it is!” Sally pointed to a jagged, three-cor- 
nered stone just off the bridle trail. “And the note is 
under it too.” 

“What does it say?” Victoria asked eagerly, peering 
over her chum’s shoulder. 

The message had been written in Spanish but. they 
were able to puzzle it out a word at a time. 

“Do not raid hacienda as planned,’ ” Victoria read 
in dismay. “ ‘Jack Hamilton has been arrested as ban- 
dit leader.’ ” 

“Now we're in a nice fix!” Roger exclaimed. “We've 
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told the police officers to be at the hacienda at two 
o’clock and it turns out there’s to be no raid.” 

“Sefior Mercedes intends that the blame for all the 
thieving shall be placed on Jack,” Sally added angrily. 
“He knows that if the bandits raid while Jack is ‘in 
jail, it would give the whole thing away.” 

“I suppose we can go back to the village and explain 
to the officers,” Victoria said reluctantly. “Only then 
they’re not likely to believe our story about Sefior 
Mercedes.” 

“Let’s change the order!” Sally proposed suddenly. 
“We'll direct the bandits to go ahead with the raid 
just as it was planned.” 

“That’s a swell idea,” Roger approved. “Only who 
will write the note? It has to be in Spanish.” 

For an instant they were all baffled, then Victoria 
who had been studying the message again, chuckled. 

“It’s very easy. We'll just copy part of this sentence, 
‘Do not raid hacienda as planned.’ We'll leave off 
the words ‘do not’ and there’s our message. That way 
there’s no danger of making any mistake.” 

Roger was chosen to compose the note since his 
writing slightly resembled that of the hacienda owner. 
When it was finished they placed the folded slip of 
paper beneath the three-cornered stone. Sally started 
to tear up the original message, but Victoria stopped 
her. 
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“Keep it,” she directed. “Maybe we'll be able to 
use it later as evidence against Sefior Mercedes.” 

After obliterating a few footprints which had been 
made in the soft earth around the stone, the three re- 
turned to their horses and rode on toward the hacienda. 
They were uncertain as to how they would be received 
by Sefior Mercedes. However, so far as they were 
aware the man had no suspicion that his connection 
with the bandits was known. They had no intention 
of revealing their knowledge, yet could not resist the 
temptation of being present at the hour scheduled for 
the raid. 

“Tt will be fun to see the look on the old boy’s face 
when those bandits come barging straight into a police 
trap!” Roger chuckled. . 

“I hope everything works out the way we expect,” 
Victoria said anxiously. “I’m a little afraid the village 
official won’t keep his promise.” 

At the Mercedes hacienda Dolores was the first to 
greet the young people. She had noted their approach 
from an upstairs balcony and ran to meet them. 

“Oh, how glad I am to see you!” she cried joyfully. 
“I have been so worried for fear you were lost or that 
something had happened to you.” 

“A great deal did,” Sally confessed. “We spent the 
night in the mountains. Roger rescued us.” 

“Then you were lost?” 
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“Not exactly,” Victoria responded evasively. “We'll 
tell you all about it—but not until later.” 

Dolores was bewildered at such an answer. How- 
ever, she tactfully refrained from asking questions. 

“So many things have happened since you went 
away,” she informed. “Jack has been arrested and 
Uncle Pedro did not return home last night. Then I 
thought you three were lost somewhere in the hills. 
Ive been fairly beside myself with worry.” 

“We didn’t mean to frighten you,” Sally declared. 
“When we left here we intended to return within a 
few hours at the latest.” 

“It doesn’t matter now. I’m so glad you’re back 
safely.” 

“Your uncle is still away?” Victoria asked quickly. 

“He returned this morning only to leave again a 
few minutes ago. Uncle Pedro is dreadfully worried 
about finances. Those two bandit raids have practically 
ruined him. The peons are restless because they have 
not been paid. Uncle Pedro intends to sell everything 
he can to raise funds.” 

Roger and the girls looked at one another but did 
not speak. Dolores was too engrossed in her troubles 
to notice their expressions. 

“While your uncle is away there’s something I should 
like to do,” Victoria said suddenly. 

“And what is that?” Dolores inquired. 

“I should like to make one more search for that 
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missing paper of which your father spoke at the time 
of his death.” 

“T don’t know that it was a paper,” Dolores answered 
slowly. “He only mentioned the wall.” 

By this time she had become aware of a certain tense 
attitude upon the part of her friends. Although she 
considered Victoria’s request somewhat odd, she was 
quite willing to grant it. 

“By all means search the hollow wall. But surey 
you must be tired. Don’t you wish to change your 
clothes first and rest?” 

Victoria shook her head. 

Roger and Sally were puzzled at her wish to lose no 
time in investigating the hollow wall but they shrewdly 
guessed that the proposed search had an important 
bearing upon the bewildering affairs of Sefior Mer- 
cedes. 

Dolores led the way into the passageway, first pro- 
viding every one with a lighted candle. 

“What do you expect to find?” Sally whispered to 
Victoria as they walked along the tunnel. 

“I am hoping that Dolores’ father hid something in 
this wall which possibly may explain the mystery sur- 
rounding Sefior Mercedes—especially the details of how 
he acquired title to the hacienda.” 

Although the young people had searched the pas- 
sageway twice previously, they had never been thor- 
ough. ‘This time they began at the entrance and cov- 
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ered every inch of the tunnel, rapping on the stone 
blocks and testing them to see if they were removable. 
Dolores was impressed but she did not believe that 
anything would be found. 

After fully two hours had been devoted to the task 
even Victoria began to fear that the search was hopeless. 

“I am afraid we'll have to give it up,” she acknowl- 
edged in disappointment. “We've covered every foot 
of this place.” 

“Except the ceiling,” Dolores smiled. 

She intended the remark as a joke, but Victoria’s 
eyes immediately roved upward. 

The interior of the little square chamber in which 
the four stood had been beamed over with heavy worm- 
eaten timbers. There were six of them exactly alike 
crossing the ceiling. The beams were just out of reach 
but one could easily touch the middle one by gaining 
a toehold in a tiny niche which appeared in the bottom 
block of the north side-wall. 

Gazing closely at the niche, Victoria noticed that 
it was not a flaw in the stone as she had imagined. 
The small break in the block appeared to have been 
hacked out with a sharp instrument as if the person 
who had made the cut intended to use the block as 
a step. : 

Amazed at the discovery, Victoria uttered a tri- 
umphant cry: “How blind we've all been! Why 
haven’t we thought of the beam before?” 
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She placed her foot in the niche and while Roger 
and Sally offered support, reached up and groped along 
the timber directly overhead. 

“Find anything?” Roger demanded hopefully. 

“Not yet—but the beam is hollow!” 

Suddenly Victoria gave an elated scream as her fin- 
gers touched something which had been hidden inside 
the wooden structure. 

“It’s here! We've found it at last!” 

She drew out a paper, yellow with age and slightly 
crumpled. 

“Tt seems to be a letter,” she announced in satisfac- 
tion, stepping down from her perch. “Do you recog- 
nize the handwriting, Dolores?” 

“Yes, it is my father’s!” 

Soberly, Victoria handed her the paper. 

“You open it,” she urged. “If what I suspect is true 
this letter should explain many things.” 


CHAPTER XX 
THE HIDDEN PAPER 


For a long while after the young people had finished 
reading the letter, Dolores did not speak. Tears glis- 
tened in her eyes. 

“You had no suspicion of the truth?” Victoria asked 
quietly. 

“No, it never occurred to me that my uncle—” 

She broke off to listen as the young people heard 
the faint clatter of horses’ hoofs in the courtyard. 

“What time is it?” Victoria demanded tensely. 

“Five after two,” Sally announced, looking at her 
wrist watch. 

“The raid is on!” Roger shouted. 

He led the way to the entrance of the wall. The 
young people emerged in time to see the familiar five 
bandits headed by the man in the painted mask, wheel 
up their horses directly in front of the house. 

Sefior Mercedes who had returned to the hacienda 
while Roger and the girls were inside the hollow wall, 
came rushing out into the courtyard. 

“Carlos! Have you gone mad?” he demanded 
sharply. “What is the meaning of this?” 
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“Your orders, Sefior, were to raid at two.” 

Sefior Mercedes was nonplussed for a moment; the 
raid was a threat to the success of all his plans. He 
looked fearfully about, waving the bandits away. 

“Go! Go quickly before you are seen!” 

The bandits turned their horses and started toward 
the gate. There they were brought up sharply by the 
appearance of a dozen armed men. 

“A trap!” The bandit leader snarled. “Ride!” 

Several shots rang out. The bandits spurred their 
horses cruelly as they attempted to plunge through the 
line. The courtyard gate was slammed shut before a 
single rider could escape. One by one the bandits 
were hauled from their saddles, searched for weapons 
and turned over to the guards. 

During the brief exchange of shots, Sefior Mercedes 
had stood like a stone statue. Now he came hurrying 
forward to speak with the officials. 

“Well done! Well done!” he praised heartily. 
“These scoundrels have stolen their last bag of silver.” 
Turning to the members of the guard he continued: “I 
shall remember you handsomely for this deed—every 
man of you.” 

The bandit leader whose mask had been stripped 
from his face, wheeled furiously upon Sefior Mercedes. 

“Traitor! This was all your little scheme! You are 
the real criminal. You hired us to steal because you 
wished to bring the downfall of the young American!” 
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“Gentlemen, the man is mad,” Sefior Mercedes said 
coldly, addressing the guards. “Take them all away.” 

By this time Victoria and her friends had reached 
the scene. 

“Just a moment, please,” she interposed. “I regret 
that I must ask you to arrest Sefior Mercedes.” 

“This is an outrage! And from you, Sefiorita—a 
guest in my house.” 

“May I remind the sefior,” Victoria replied, “that 
the house is not his?” : 

Her words produced a startling effect upon Sefior 
Mercedes. He gasped and the color drained from his 
face, leaving it old looking and worn. 

Victoria did not bother to repeat the story of the 
man’s association with the bandits. The officials al- 
ready were acquainted with the facts and she wished 
to spare Dolores as much as possible. Instead, she 
offered the letter which had been found in the hollow 
wall. 

“This will explain everything, I think.” 

It took the officer in charge a long time to read the 
paper. Then he looked up and returning the letter 
to Victoria, ordered sharply: 

“Place Sefior Mercedes under arrest!” 

The man angrily resisted the two guards who laid 
rough hands upon his person. 

“I demand an explanation for this humiliation!” 

‘Tll be very glad to give it,” Victoria smiled. “In 
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the first place, you were the one who was responsible 
for the theft of Dolores’ brooch. I have no doubt that 
you employed your faithful servant, Juan to follow 
her to the Floating Gardens where he snatched the 
jewel. Be that as it may, the pin was turned over to 
you and pawned.” 

“Tt is a lie.” 

“Oh, but I have the proof.” Victoria took from her 
pocket the torn bits of pawn ticket which the man had 
thrown away. 

“Proof, bah! Those scraps of paper prove nothing.” 

“T have other evidence. My friends and I overheard 
your conversation with the bandit, Carlos, night before 
last at the mountain cave. I admit that we were baffled 
as to your reason for wishing to rob your own property. 
But this letter written by Dolores’ father explains—” 

“You found a letter from him?” Sefior Mercedes 
stammered, for the first time losing his assurance. 

“Yes, it was hidden in the hollow wall. Perhaps you 
can guess what it says. The letter was written a month 
before his death. It reveals that according to a will 
which he left you were to be appointed legal guardian 
over your niece and have complete charge of all her 
property—including this hacienda—anil she reached 
the age of eighteen or should choose to marry.” 

“Tll be eighteen next week,” Dolores mentioned. 

“As I understand it, upon that date, Sefior Mercedes, 
you would have been compelled to reveal to Dolores 
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her true wealth and make a full accounting. Failure 
to do so would involve you in serious trouble with the 
courts.” 

“I begin to see why you disliked Jack and discour- 
aged every man who ever paid any attention to me,” 
Dolores accused her uncle. “You were afraid I might 
marry.” 

“In that event he would have lost control of the 
property,” Victoria continued. “I rather suspect that 
aside from the fortune which your ‘father left, Sefior 
Mercedes did not have a great deal. At any rate he 
did not wish to lose the property which he had con- 
trolled for so long. Knowing that when you reached 
the age of eighteen, everything must be turned over to 
you, he conceived the scheme of systematically stealing 
from the estate.” 

“You have it nicely worked out,” Sefior Mercedes 
said cuttingly. 

Not in the least disturbed, Victoria went on serenely: 
“You planned the raids, of course, Sefior Mercedes, 
intending that when the trouble blew over the bandits 
would return a large part of the silver to you. Actu- 
ally, you were stealing from Dolores’ purse and drop- 
ping it into your own. Upon her eighteenth birthday 
she would have discovered her property to be in a most 
unhealthy condition, impoverished, sapped of every 
penny which could be squeezed out of it.” 

“Uncle Pedro, how could you plan such a thing?” 
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Dolores asked sadly. “You—my father’s own brother!” 

Sefior Mercedes made no response, keeping his eyes 
downcast. 

“Everything would have worked out to your advan- 
tage,” Victoria went on, “save that Dolores’ father, 
perhaps fearing treachery upon your part, left a letter 
of instruction for his daughter.” 

“You led me to believe that I was very poor,” Dolores 
said to her uncle. “You allowed me no freedom, keep- 
ing me shut up here alone in the hacienda and the city 
house. I suppose you were afraid that if I mingled 
with people, some one who knew that my father died 
wealthy, might reveal the truth to me.” 

As Dolores spoke she looked directly at her uncle. 
His glance wavered before the accusing challenge of 
her eyes. 

“It is true,” he acknowledged. “There is nothing I 
can say in my own defense.” 

“Why did you do it, Uncle Pedro?” 

“I had no intention of using any of your money— 
not at first. But my own fortune dwindled. I began 
to use the income from this hacienda and it too slipped 
from me. Finally, I found myself in such a position 
that I knew I could never make a complete accounting 
of the funds entrusted to me.” 

“I could forgive that, Uncle Pedro. But how could 
you falsely accuse Jack Hamilton? You would have 
been pleased to see him remain in jail.” 
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At the mention of Hamilton’s name, Sefior Mercedes’ 
demeanor quickly changed. His face hardened and 
the suggestion of a sneer played over his lips. 

“I hated him!” he said vindictively. “Sefior Hamil- 
tori was a dangerous enemy. While he said nothing, 
he was watchful. He had begun to suspect the truth.” 

“You planned that the handkerchief bearing his 
initials should be used to condemn him, didn’t you?” 
Sally questioned. 

The flare of passion died away as suddenly as it had 
appeared. 

“That is true,” he replied. “I had the initials em- 
broidered on one of my own handkerchiefs.” 

“And that was the one act that resulted in your 
downfall,” Victoria informed. “The handkerchief 
gave you away because it was scented with vanilla.” 

“Tt was your idea too, wasn’t it, that the bandit 
leader should wear a painted ceremonial mask?” Roger 
demanded. 

“Yes, once when I called at Jack Hamilton’s hacienda 
upon a matter of business, I observed a mask hanging 
over the mantel. It was a fairly common one and easy 
to duplicate. I provided Carlos with such a mask, 
hoping that it would help point the finger of guilt at 
Hamilton.” ; 

“I think that is all,” Victoria said, “except that you 
have not told where the bags of silver have been hid- 
den.” 
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Sefior Mercedes glanced questioningly at Carlos, the 
bandit leader. 

“Tell them,” he commanded. 

But the bandit laughed mockingly and refused to 
speak, 

“We know the silver is secreted somewhere in the 
cave,” Victoria declared. “It will be found.” 

Presently Sefior Mercedes and the bandits were taken 
away. Dolores tried to thank her friends for all they 
had done to help her but as soon as she could slip 
away she went to her own room where she remained 
for several hours. Her uncle’s treachery had shocked 
her severely. 

At dinner time she reappeared, looking more like 
her normal self, and even talked of her plans for de- 
veloping the hacienda. 

“It is hard for me to realize that I have inherited so 
much wealth,” she said. “I shall make many changes. 
Juan must be discharged and likewise my uncle’s ad- 
ministrador, for they were both willing pawns in his 
hands.” 

When Jack Hamilton who had been released from 
jail, called at the hacienda later that evening, Dolores 
greeted him joyfully. Roger and the girls tactfully 
withdrew feeling that the two would have a great deal 
to say to one another. However, the couple insisted 
that they return to the living room to hear an impor- 
tant announcement. 
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“We are engaged,” Dolores smiled, proudly display- 
ing Jack’s ring. “And we've set the wedding date on 
my eighteenth birthday.” 

Then followed effusive well-wishes and congratula- 
tions from the girls, and a prosaic, “That’s swell,” from 
Roger. Jack and Dolores told them how grateful they 
were for the vital part they had played in sweeping 
away the many barriers to their happiness. 

Felicitations ended, Jack announced his intention of 
going immediately to the bandits’ cave to recover the 
hidden silver before any unknown confederate could 
take it away. 

“Td like to go with you,” Roger said eagerly. 

“All right if you like,” Jack agreed. “And we may 
as well take the girls and make it a party.” 

At this Roger’s enthusiasm for the trip dampened 
perceptibly for he had fancied himself playing a promi- 
nent part in a purely masculine venture. However, he 
soon reconciled himself to the idea, and directly the 
little cavalcade rode out toward the hills. 

Instead of an adventure the trip turned out to be a 
pleasant and very successful mission. With the young 
people pointing the way, the bandit trail was easily 
found and just as easily followed. 

A long, but not tedious ride brought the party eventu- 
ally to the bandits’ cave. By the aid of flashlights the 
cavern was explored and the bags of silver discovered 
on a hidden ledge of rock just inside the entrance. 
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The precious cargo was loaded on the horses and 
carried down the mountain. 

As the riders came within view of the giant organ 
cactus which marked the turn-off, a great, round moon 
was slowly rising over the tree-tops, bathing the coun- 
tryside in silvery light. The mysterious shadow of the 
mountain fell caressingly over the valley. 

“Trail’s end,” said Sally softly, drawing rein. 

“And what an exciting trail it has been,” Victoria 
added. 

“But it hasn’t ended yet,” Dolores amended. “Our 
trail will wind on through many a happy year.” 

She spurred her horse into a lively canter and the 
others followed, the steel-shod hoofs clattering merrily 
over the winding, stony road. 
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